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Аннотация
In a mutated and desolate future, where a corrupt government, commerce barons, and renegades fight for control, a group of scavengers has to choose self-preservation or save what�s left of humanity.
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Your future is truly yours to create.
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One

�You never really get used to the Fringe. It tests you. It beats on you, and just when you think you might have actually figured out how to subdue its ferocity, it burns what�s left. It doesn�t burn like fire or like the sun on a blistering day, it burns like small flames of electricity that dance across your nerves, doing just enough damage to drive you mad.�
-Journal of the Unknown-

Rust stains seemed to make the walls bleed as Lilly made her way through the cluttered hallway. The subtle click and hiss of her radiation breather combined with the sway of her helmet light eerily gave life to the otherwise silent structure. Shadows danced in every direction.
She took a deep breath and scanned the floor with her helmet light. She knew better than to let her imagination unsettle her, but she was still relieved that there were no other footprints in the dust.
The office doors had rotted long ago, leaving the hardware hanging oddly in some of the frames. Lilly scanned the rooms on both sides of the hall, finding only a few pieces of worthless furniture blanketed in dust. Like everything else outside of Nucrea, the Androdyne Transport Factory had also become a corpse, mummified in the unforgiving way of the Fringe.
When Nun gave Lilly the contact, he had explained that Androdyne was a transport manufacturer for Theonicorp�s shipping fleet. It wasn�t a military company, but he was willing to pay just as much for anything here as he would for weapons or materials from the old army bases. He also told her that he would pay double for any type of data file she could find, even if it seemed like it might not work. If it had �Theonicorp� on it, he wanted it.
Her leg caught on the edge of a chair, knocking it off balance. She held her breath and closed her eyes waiting for the sound of Fringers to come rushing towards the noise.
Nothing.
Her lungs started to burn, reminding her to breathe. This was her first scavenging contract without Ripp or Gus, and thinking about fighting a group of Fringers alone made her miss the security of their company more than ever. It didn�t matter how experienced you were, or how well you prepared, the Fringe was unpredictable.
This was going to be Lilly�s chance to prove she could hold her own, and if she could pull this contract off herself, Ripp would finally have to stop treating her like a child.
Through the sea of dust particles suspended in the air, she saw broken chairs and rusted metal containers piled in front of an unexpected dead end.
�Seriously?�
Nun had given her the grid location and the blueprint of the building himself, so she knew it had to be accurate, but according to the blueprint there should have been a room right in front of her, not a stupid wall.
She didn�t have time for walls. Nun had made a big deal about giving her information for the contract before it actually posted, promising her that she would have a whole day ahead of everyone else. She knew better, and as much as she wanted to feel special, someone would be coming soon.
One thing was for sure, the man who controlled Nucrea�s black market couldn�t be trusted, and it wouldn�t be a contract with Nun, if there wasn�t any competition.
She had to get through the wall, but she knew she couldn�t risk the noise of an explosion. Irritated, she pulled back her sleeve and activated the display on her Pigeon that she secretly borrowed from Ripp. The blue and white screen displayed a hologram of the factory. With two fingers, Lilly turned the hologram to align with the hallway she was in, and then zoomed out so she could see the whole area. After pushing a series of buttons, a miniature yellow version of herself appeared on the hologram and began replicating her movements.
The digital clone slid down a hillside, jogged through a crater, climbed up steep broken stairs and stopped at a group of concrete walls. It looked down at its arm, hurried over to a mound of dirt then disappeared into a hole. The hologram�s point of view followed Lilly�s digital double through the hole, pivoted, and then followed her through the hallway. The replay froze and disappeared as it matched Lilly�s current location. She looked at the blueprint again and verified that there was supposed to be a room in front of her.
�Supposed to be right� there,� she yelled to herself. �Right there!�
She yanked her sleeve back over the Pigeon, and started to make her way through the piles of rusted metal and fallen ceiling tiles. She stopped and looked around as if some magical veil fell from her eyes and realized what must have happened. She moved forward and quickly shoved the empty containers and rotten debris to the side. The scratches and gouges on the wall only meant one thing, people had wanted in. She saw a line in the middle of the wall that ran from the ceiling to the floor. She realized that it wasn�t a wall, it was a door.
Lilly never thought she would be so grateful that Ripp had forced her to spend all of those hours, learning how to rewire control panels, bypass security measures, and reroute power.
Kneeling, she pulled out a portable battery from the bottom of her pack and set it next to a broken human ribcage. Lilly was used to human remains. Any building, somewhat intact, was bound to have a few bodies. Gus would say that �a dead body was always better than a Fringer, because dead bodies didn�t do anything except sit there looking dead. Fringers, on the other hand, wanted to kill you then eat you, or eat you and let that kill you�. Lilly loved the way Gus always explained things to her.
The panel on the wall was easy to pry open. She was relieved that the wiring was simple enough. After quickly cutting the wires and connecting them to a hacking device, she hooked everything up to the portable battery and turned it on.
Everything was easy to open in the Fringe. Lock boxes fell apart when you moved them. Hidden doors and secret rooms were easy to see. Even safes were easy to pry open with a little force. Mechanical metal doors were easy enough if you knew what to do-and thanks to long afternoons with Ripp, Lilly knew what to do. The door mechanics looked intact, but she hoped that the internal wiring hadn�t been too damaged. After a short hesitation, she turned the portable battery on. The battery hummed and the keypad blinked, illuminating the dark corner in green and white.
Runners spent most of their time in the Fringe sorting through garbage and useless junk hoping to find something they might be able to sell. She could do that, too, but she wanted to be like Ripp, and Gus, and Red, and Tooth and the others that actually went to the Fringe for high-paying missions. That�s where the glory was: being a top contract runner for Nucrea.
Her mind raced with all of the possibilities of what might be on the other side of the door, and all the gear she could buy with the credits. Ripp would be proud and have to admit she was ready to take on solo contracts. It also meant her Pigeon rating would be untouchable for anyone close to her age, and that had endless rewards of its own.
She turned on the hacker, and stared at the small red light that blinked halfway up the right side of the door. The hacking device cycled through the first two spots and stopped on the number three, and then two. The next three numbers seemed to take forever for the hacker to locate. She nervously watched the portable battery as the numbers cycled through, worried that there might not be enough power left to finish.
�C�mon, c�mon.�
The light on the door turned green and the door clicked. Lilly screamed inside her rad-breather. She was in! Her first solo run, her first locked door, and she was in. She shut off the portable battery, stood up, and quickly pulled the door open as far as she could. Air rushed out through the door, blowing dust in every direction.
Lilly shook off the dust and pulled her sidearm. She pointed its light at the small opening in the door, and slowly exposed the contents of the room from one corner to the other.
The room was small. There was a desk in the middle, and a row of rusted filing cabinets along the left wall. The floor was completely covered with empty, rusted cans. There were rotted books lumped on sagging shelves, and plastic buckets stacked to the ceiling next to the door. One of the buckets looked like it had melted near the bottom and a large dark stain surrounded it. Lilly did not want to think about what might have been in it.
In the corner to her right, two skeletons lay next to one another. One clutched the remains of a picture frame, the picture long decayed and the other had something in its hand that she couldn�t see clearly. She angled the light higher and saw that it was a gun.
�Hell, yeah!�
She squeezed through the opening in the door. The air was thick and even through her filters it reeked of decay and rot.
�Now Lilly, I don�t think you�re ready for your own contract. You�re a good shot, but still way too young,� she said mockingly and in a very good impersonation of the way, Ripp had said it. �You have a lot to learn, you need to know where to look,� she continued.
As she got closer, her light revealed a bullet hole in both their heads. A dark rust colored stain on the wall finished the scenario for Lilly. She felt sorry for them, and wondered how long they had been locked in the room.
She leaned over, grabbed the gun and pulled, but it didn�t come free. She pulled harder, bones snapped and it dropped to the floor with part of the hand still wrapped around it.
�Thanks for the gun,� she said as she playfully patted the rotted cloth on his shoulder.
Lilly picked up the gun, peeled the remaining finger bones from the stock, and put it in her pack. She scanned the room one more time, then walked over to the first filing cabinet. The drawer let out a horrible shriek of metal dragging across metal as she yanked it open. She wasn�t worried about the noise. She was where she needed to be and could leave in a hurry.
The drawer was empty and so were all of the others. Lilly checked the other filing cabinets with no luck, and then moved to the desk. There was a metal badge of some kind. Rust and oxidation hid whatever design had been on the front. There was a box of ammo she knew wouldn�t be good anymore, but shoved it in her pack anyway. Gus could reconstruct them or at least smelt the good metal out of the rounds. There was an empty glass bottle in good condition that she knew Johnny would pay for. She pulled a cloth from one of her pant pockets, wrapped it carefully, and put it in her bag. The last item was a small plastic device. Its monitor and case were surprisingly unblemished. She checked all the sides. There were no symbols on it, but she knew Nun would pay well for it. She hadn�t been this excited since her first trip to the Fringe with Ripp and Gus. Nun would have to pay her well.
A crash from outside the building echoed down the corridor, waking Lilly from her daydream about all the things she would buy. She squeezed back through the doorway, quickly packed the rest of her gear, and moved smoothly down the hall with her gun drawn. She made her way back to the opening in the ceiling that she had used to get inside and waited. She activated the Pigeon display. The battery was about to die, but it didn�t matter; she had what she came for. She typed a few commands into her Pigeon and waited. A sonar pinged the area. The scan showed nothing moving or making noise. She jumped up and grabbed a metal bar that was sticking out of the ceiling near the hole. While holding onto it with one hand, she managed to toss her pack through the opening with the other, then easily pulled herself up.
Another hundred yards and she would be on her way back to Nucrea. No one would know she had even left. Ripp wouldn�t be back from his contract for another day, and that gave her plenty of time to charge his spare Pigeon and put it back where it was supposed to be.
Lilly decided to skip the broken stairs and slid down the embankment. When she reached the bottom of the crater, she looked up at the sun, barely visible behind the rust hued overcast of the Fringe, and thought there might even be enough time to see Nun tonight.
She picked up speed and plowed her way up the other side of the crater. Breathing heavily through her filters, she turned to see if anyone or anything had followed, but there were just the ruins of the factory and a broken city surrounding it.
Lilly dusted off and headed to the transport she had parked under a partially collapsed building. It was a one seater, which didn�t leave much space in the cab, but it had a rugged six-tire system that could navigate over and through almost anything. It was well armored with tempered steel and sealed tight. It might have been overkill, but it was the cheapest to rent, and Nun suggested it in case she needed to drive through a pack of Fringers.
The Pigeon beeped as the battery went dead. Lilly should have been worried about not having navigation, but her tracks should be easy to retrace, and she could partially charge it on the way back.
She keyed the code on the hatch to unlock the cargo hold and was about to pull the lever down when two Fringers came running around the corner of one of the buildings.
Broken teeth forced their way through cracked frothy mouths. Their eyes were dark yellow and wide with hunger. Their skin had rotted and was covered in dark veins. They were fast.
She pulled her gun from its holster and in the same motion shot the closest one in the shoulder. The impact threw him back for a moment, but he quickly regained his footing and charged. She took aimed again and took half of his head off with the second shot. The other one was now right on top of her. She quickly pulled her knife, deflected a grab and stabbed him twice, once in the side of the chest, puncturing a lung and once in the neck. He let out a garbled, painful cough and grabbed at his side, seemingly unaware of the neck wound.
Lilly didn�t expect the Fringer to charge and was knocked off balance. Twisting, she stabbed him twice again, once in the back and once in the cheek, crunching bone. She pushed him away from her and got ready for another attack, but the Fringer slowly walked away and collapsed. Dark blood painted the ground around him.
She shook from the adrenaline racing through her body as she looked around for more. She had killed Fringers before, but never alone. Lilly caught her breath and walked over to where she had dropped her bag. She picked up her gun, holstered it, and smiled, as she realized that killing these Fringers made the contract official, and it wasn�t only about proving to Ripp that she was ready to work alone, but she also needed to prove something to herself, and she had.
A flash of light blinded Lilly as she reached down to grab her bag. Electrical needles stabbed every inch of her back. Her vision blurred. As she reached for her sidearm in her mind, but her arm wouldn�t move. Instead, the world turned upside down and the ground came up to meet her. The searing pain in her back started to leave. She had to try something, but as she was about to reach for her gun, the surge of another electrical shock forced its way through her blood.
Muffled footsteps echoed in her head as a shadow loomed over her. Her knife was easier to draw and so she tried, but another surge made her convulse into blackness. The spasms seemed to crush her body from the inside, keeping her lungs from finding air.
Lilly could no longer fight the darkness. She knew she should have been worried about being helpless in the Fringe, or about what her attacker was going to do to her, but instead she remembered an old woman, running through an alien landscape, cradling a baby.



Two

�Before the Fissure, there had been decades of obsession over what the world�s devastation would be caused by; a zombie apocalypse, total black out, annihilation by aliens, and of course God, were all favorites.
For those of us more grounded, the threat of nuclear war was omnipresent, and societal and economic collapse seemed equally inevitable. Natural disasters and overpopulation were beyond our control and had been increasing exponentially.
Many were terrified of the future, but all of these fears magically faded into nothing on August 21, 2036. A small group of independent physicists and biologists revealed that they had discovered a connection between the grey matter in our bodies, and the Higgs Boson, or �God Particle�. They had also identified the properties of the space that made that connection and said it was possible to connect the two manually. Apparently, we humans had the inherent ability to control everything, we just had to �hook up�, and so the race to create the �God Machine� began.
The possibilities were endless. There would be no more pollution, no more hunger, no more disease, and no more energy needs. There had not been a more hopeful time in the history of this world, but ironically, the very machine that we created to save it was the very thing that destroyed it.
-Journal of the Unknown-

The walls of the Theonicorp Medical Facility were white, sterile, silent, and William hated them. Before, the silence had always made him feel safe, but now the walls mocked him. Murderer, Coward, they whispered.
He had walked down this corridor every day for the last three years, but this was the first time he noticed his reflection in the polished metal door at the end. Moving closer, he watched the distorted figure transform into someone he barely recognized. His shoulders slumped as if his spine could no longer allow him to stand up straight. His eyes were dark and hollow. There wasn�t much life left inside the man looking back at him. At the beginning, he had so much hope and passion for his work, but now his countenance proved there was nothing but turmoil and shame.
The insurgents, known as Catalyst, promised that they were working on a way to free him and his family. They insisted there was a plan, but for now, he would have to continue to stall. He feared Yeong was suspicious, and William was running out of ways to give the appearance of progress without actually finishing his work.
He wished he could just turn around and go home to his wife and daughter and forget about what he had created, but if he stopped now, they would be killed. All he could do was trust that the insurgents would follow through with their promise and get him and his family out.
Clutching the security badge, he closed his eyes, let out a slow breath, and reluctantly held it against the panel. The door silently slid open, and William walked into the waiting room where two fully geared Nucrean guards with assault rifles stood motionless on both sides of a double door. The guard on the right leaned in and opened the door just in time for William to walk through.
The main room was dark except the lighted glass cubicles that held pale, hairless women and men. They were each strapped to a bed with optical cables running from the ceiling to the base of their necks. Some of the beds were rotated so that the patients were face down with their arms extended to the sides.
William�s project had begun with the promise that there would be solutions to the effects of the Fringe. There would finally be the possibility of living a life outside the walls of Nucrea. There were promises of a longer life, enhanced abilities, little to no effects from the radiation in the Fringe, and also a large amount of credits for each participant upon completion. After three years of the volunteers� imprisonment, all the excitement, and the expectation of these promises had vanished right alongside their freedom.
William used to spend time with each one of the volunteers daily. He would reassure them of how their enhanced future would be the beginning of a new earth. After a while, he was sure they all knew they were never going home, but they seemed to feel better listening to his vision of a better future anyway. Eventually it became clear that there was not going to be that type of future, just one of slavery, and there was no reason for any of them to pretend anymore. There was resistance from some of the patients, but that stopped when soldiers had killed them in front of the others. Slavery seemed better than death.
William walked between two rows of the glass holding cells towards a woman who was waiting under a light outside the main operating room door. He stopped and stared blankly at the empty holding cell on his right. She expected him to keep coming, but William just stared at the empty medical bed and dangling cables.
�Doctor.�
William didn�t hear her, and if he did he was not ready to acknowledge her.
�Doctor?�
She smiled at William as he slowly came out of his trance. Stoically, he looked her up and down. She had straight brown hair, soft hazel eyes and even softer lips. She was tall and thin, and to him, her smile couldn�t be more annoying. Her white medical uniform looked as if it were impossible to move in, but she somehow gracefully moved closer to greet him. William stopped just short of running right into her and ignoring her outstretched hand.
�Capener, right?� he asked without looking at her and reached for the crystalline tablet she was holding.
�It is a pleasure to work with you, Doctor Glastow.�
She waited for a response as he took the tablet from her, but it never came. William swiped through some medical charts and graphs, still not saying a word, and then handed the tablet back to her.
�Has he been prepped?�
�Yes.�
�After you, then,� William said, making sure she was aware of his annoyance.
The room was small and mostly crowded with machinery, displays and cables. In the middle of the room, a man was suspended vertically on one of the medical beds. Restraints held his limbs and head tightly to the frame.
William adjusted the controls for the bed. It twisted smoothly on its vertical axis, and then the base slowly slid upward. The bed stopped midway, with the man facing the floor. William sat on a small stool next to him, and removed the gauze pad from his neck. There was a tattoo of the Korean word for slave, and in the middle of the tattoo, bright blue lights blinked around a metallic ring.
William pulled down a suspended cable from the ceiling, and held it just above the metallic ring. Groups of small fiber optic wires pushed their way out of the cable and connected to the ring. The monitors and machinery turned on and began to analyze data. William looked over the readouts, and after being satisfied with the results, took a small box out of his pocket. Inside was a computer chip made of more fiber optics and an organic platform that looked like a mixture of skin and glass. The frame was made of quartz and a pewter colored metal that matched the ring that was embedded in his neck. After he typed in a short command on one of the monitors, the biological chip activated, and neon blue dots raced in random directions.
William turned to Capener and waited until she finally stopped staring at the man.
�Sorry, sir.�
�It�s fine. Has the link to the remote chip connected?�
She checked the tablet against the readouts. �It�s connected,� she said with excitement.
William gently pulled the cable away from the man�s neck, withdrawing the optical strands, and held the biological chip in its place. A pattern of circuitry moved around the outline of the tattoo and then conformed to the same shape of the tattoo. The lights continued to race in random patterns, as he let go of the chip. It held in place as the blinking lights slowed into a solid pattern.
William typed in a code that connected his tablet to the patient�s nervous system. A holographic display generated a group of DNA strands that began to spin slowly. He manipulated the DNA stands one by one, pulling them apart, changing the strand sequences, and then closing them back together. After the last DNA strand on the hologram had been manipulated, he inserted a replicated shell strand that bound itself to all the others.
�Real-time genetic manipulation,� Capener whispered in complete shock. �How is that possible? Even before the Fissure, no one was even close.�
�The Theonium laced DNA shell allows the strands to be recoded without interfering with the processes.�
Just as he put the last strand back together, the man on the table jerked. His hair changed colors from a light brown to black, and then to white. His eyes opened, his pupils dilated to an almost impossible size.
�Where am I?�
He tried to look around, but couldn�t because of the restraints.
�Where the hell am I? What are you doing to me?� The man tried to break free. �Let me go,� he begged, squeezing his eyes shut, fighting against his restraints.
�You�re safe. We�re helping you Amon,� William said, halfheartedly as he focused on the monitors.
�I don�t need help. I want to go home. I don�t want to be here anymore. Let me go.�
He fought against his restraints again, which looked as if they might not hold him.
William and Capener watched him struggle, her in awe and William in mild disinterest. Amon grit his teeth hard, breaking some of the tips.
�Let me go,� he whispered, beginning to cry.
Capener felt she needed to help, and walked forward, not knowing what exactly she would be able to do for the man. William shot out his hand to stop her.
�The cycle needs to complete itself. Will you note that we need to use mouth-guards in the future?�
Capener looked at him for a moment trying to gauge his response. William dismissed her concern and motioned for her to write what he asked and turned back to observe the man.
Amon burst into maniacal laughter then let out a long soft breath as monitors flat-lined.
Capener panicked. She looked around at the monitors hoping that they weren�t accurate.
�He�s dead?�
William didn�t act surprised. He calmly stood, walked next to the man, and put his hand over the man�s eyes.
Capener looked at William searching for some kind of answer. William knew this would happen. He knew that this man would die, and he didn�t need to answer to her for it.
Footsteps broke through the tense silence. William pulled his hand back and looked at the monitor as the footsteps came closer.
Corporal Eloy Santez had dark, cropped hair, and dark, piercing eyes that matched the black Nucrean Guard uniform perfectly. He had dreamed about being in the Guard since he was a boy, not to serve his city, but because he loved control. He pushed past Capener who was standing at the door and inspected the man on the table. He looked at the displays, then turned back to face William. His eyes narrowed.
�Commander Yeong wants to talk.�
�I believe I know what is going wrong. I just need a little more time,� William answered, avoiding eye contact.
Eloy put his hand on his pistol, unlatched the safety strap, and sucked his teeth sharply. �I am not here to take messages. You need to follow me.�
William took a deep breath and held his hand out to Capener. She looked confused for a moment then realized he wanted the tablet. She handed it over quickly and retreated to the corner. William quickly skimmed through charts and information on the tablet then set it down casually on the dead man�s back.
�I remember when you had just joined the Guard. Skinny, scared and looking for some way to prove your worth to this city.�
Eloy pulled the gun halfway out of the holster and moved closer to William.
�Take it easy. All I�m saying is that it is good to see you have found your place.�
Eloy hesitated but holstered his gun.
�I won�t tell you again, let�s go.�
Eloy opened the door. William wanted so badly to take the gun from his holster and kill him, but he walked through the door, Eloy on his heels.



Three

Ripp�s modified Mustang raced through the desolate tundra. Ahead of him, nestled into the shadows of two surrounding mountains was a broken city. The only kind of city you found while exploring the Fringe, crumbling, dark, and more often than not a home to Fringers.
A monitor showed a digital representation of the Nucrean transport heading right towards him.
�Okay, if you insist,� Ripp said with a mischievous grin.
* * *
The four soldiers were crammed into the transport�s small cabin.
�Don�t lose him,� Corporal Jamis said with anxiety.
�Going as fast as this thing will go,� Bettis replied as he pumped his leg, showing that the gas pedal wouldn�t go any further into the floor.
Lieutenant Roberts pointed through a dust-covered windshield at the remnants of a city at the base of the mountain range. �Doesn�t look like there�s anywhere for him to run,� Roberts said calmly. �Just follow the tracks.�
�Why does Kurth care about runners being way out here? It�s just another junk pile,� the Rookie said.
�I don�t ask questions Rookie. I follow orders, and you should stop calling the Captain by his first name,� Roberts replied as he finished inspecting his pistol and holstered it.
�Sorry, Sir.�
Roberts looked at the young man with compassion. The Fringe was a dangerous enough place for someone who knew what to expect, but for a first time soldier, fresh out of training, it could be overwhelming.
�Just do your job, Rookie,� Roberts said. �Everybody gear up. I�m sure he�s expecting us.�



Four

Three cloaked figures quickly approached the long forgotten cabin. Their amber lanterns burned through the darkness of the night, disappearing and reappearing from behind the sharp, obsidian rocks that perforated the landscape.
Inside the cabin, an old woman struggled to catch her breath as she frantically searched for a place to hide the child she was carrying. Scattered throughout the rubble on the dirt floor, were white, luminous flowers that cut through the darkness like stars in a moonless night sky. She bent down and carefully held the child closely as she picked one of the flowers.
In the last room, there was a hole in the mostly rotted wall that looked wide and deep enough for the child to fit in. She gently tucked the child into the space. As she checked the cloth around the child to make sure there was nothing sharp, a small, soft hand reached up and grabbed the flower. The woman lovingly touched the child�s face, and quickly covered the hole with wood that had fallen from the ceiling. Heavy footfalls slowed and became silent as three dark figures entered the room.
Behind the wall, the child stared at the glowing flower as yellow light burst through the cracks and holes. Underneath the sounds of heavy breathing from the three figures, a faint hum vibrated through the air.
�Where�s the child?�
* * *
Dirt and small pebbles pelted Lilly�s motionless body as a gust of wind pushed its way through the broken city. The dirt began to hide her body. It was as if the Fringe had already begun to consume her. Sensing the jaws of the landscape closing on her, she jumped up, disoriented, and reached for her gun.
Gun�s still there.
She frantically aimed it in every direction, but there was no one, just the two dead Fringers and the transport.
I�m alive.
She saw that her bag was gone, which was expected, and realized her arm felt much lighter as well. Ripp�s Pigeon was gone too.
Ripp�s gonna kill me.
Lilly looked at the sky and figured she had been unconscious for less than an hour. She was grateful for there being plenty of daylight left, but more so for being alive. The crack in her visor worried her. She could feel the cool Fringe air coming through the crack when she inhaled. She checked her pockets for an anti-rad syringe and found one. Exposure to the Theonium radiation didn�t mean immediate effects, but she didn�t want to start losing her mind at such a young age.
Lilly turned towards the transport and bent over in pain. Her entire body felt like it had been run over. Nausea hit her hard nearly causing her to fill her mask with vomit. The thought of what that would be like for the next few hours was enough to suppress the urge. She managed to get to the transport and grabbed the side rail. After taking a few long breaths, she hit the side plate with both her fists and screamed at the sky. How could she let someone sneak up on her? This was supposed to be her decisive moment. She painfully hopped in the transport and sat there with her eyes closed, waiting for a little relief. She knew there was no way to get out of this one.
The transport jerked forward as she entered the ignition code.
Thank goodness for ignition codes.
Luckily, the wind hadn�t had enough time to erase her tracks completely, so she would be able to follow them back to Nucrea without needing Ripp�s Pigeon.
Yeah, he�s gonna kill me!
After a mile, she spotted a second set of tracks that veered off into a slightly different direction. Excitement, but more importantly vengeance, filled every cell in her body as she changed her course. She had the painkiller she needed.



Five

Bale, nearly out of breath and bleeding from a wound on his arm, barely dodged rifle fire as he rushed around a corner into an alleyway. He hadn�t been paying attention to the streets and ended up at a dead end. He threw his hands up in frustration, realizing he had gone the wrong way.
�You have to be kidding me! Shit!�
He checked the magazine in his handgun, already knowing it was empty, and tossed the gun in a pile of trash near one of the corner. He knew there was no way to change what was going to happen next, so he turned around to face his pursuers and raised his hands.
The soldiers rushed around the corner ready to fire. They approached him, ready yelling commands at him that he didn�t seem to hear.
Bale tried to make sense of how the Elites showed up to the armory so fast, and the only thing that made sense was someone had to have tipped Kurth off. The plan to take the armory was solid. Kurth and his Elites were scheduled for security detail at the Consulate inauguration, and there was no way they could have responded that fast.
He said nothing as they bound him and flipped him over. One of his closest friends had betrayed them all.
Kurth charged around the corner, and as he approached, two soldiers squared Bale�s body to face him. Without hesitation, Kurth pointed his pistol at Bale�s chest and fired.
Bale collapsed, but not out of pain. The only pain he felt right then was that of betrayal. It wasn�t just that his closest friend betrayed him and the rest of the insurgents, but his closest friend had betrayed humankind all together. His heart broken, he thought about his children, his friends, and his sister, who would now be the only hope to stop the Council�s plan to enslave Nucrea.
Kurth squatted down in front of Bale. �You know, you don�t seem like the kind to talk, but I�m going to have fun trying.�



Six

The blue glow of the crystalline holo-desk�s surface and Commander An Yeong�s stolid expression were the only things visible through his fortieth floor window. Yeong looked out at Nucrea, the last city on earth, and watched as people pushed past one another, hurrying off to what they thought was important. He knew that the city�s once humble heartbeat had changed.
Yeong�s office was dramatically simple. The cold concrete walls were bare except where steel beams ran up the corners and disappeared into the high ceiling. The dark metallic tiled floor was spotless and seemed to devour the light coming from the window. The only furniture was the blue crystalline holo-desk that displayed multiple camera views and digital data from around the city. This single desk gave him the information he needed to keep Nucrea under his control, but that control was now slipping.
His younger son, Chul, stood patiently behind him. Chul was dressed in the traditional black and deep red garb of a newly appointed Consul. His lean figure complimented the closely tailored suit.
�I am proud of you, Chul.�
Chul shifted his weight to one side and ran his fingers through his hair.
�Thank you, Father. I promise that I will bring our family honor.�
�I know you will.�
Chul hesitated to say what he was thinking, but he could feel his father�s annoyance building with his hesitation.
�I have not known the Council to be so impatient with you. Are they really that concerned about the uprisings?�
�It is the appearance of disorder that they are concerned with. They depend on me to control this city. The armory being attacked, whether it was successful or not, shows that this city is not under control.�
�There have been rebellions before, and you have always stopped them,� Chul added, as he remembered the previous attack on the agricultural blocks.
�That is the problem son, and there will always be these types of revolts until the neural embedding is successful,��Yeong said.
Chul moved closer and stood behind his father.
�You need to understand the people rule. The council knows this. This is what they are afraid of, and it�s the reason why it is imperative that the integration work. Because, until there is a system that controls the people, and keeps them from destroying themselves, there will always be chaos. There will always be uprisings. There will always be unnecessary death,� Yeong said as he paused, turned, and put his hands on Chul�s shoulders.
�I understand father,� Chul reaffirmed.
Yeong straightened Chul�s collar, then put his hand over the silver pin that signified him as a member of the city�s Consulate, and smiled.
�I understand that making the right decisions sometime seem like the wrong one, but this is necessary for humanity. After the Fissure, this family built this city from nothing, We sacrificed so that we might have a chance to survive, and here we are facing the same decision.�
Footsteps echoed through the hall as Eloy and William entered. Chul and Yeong looked at each other with unspoken understanding.
�I will join you shortly.�
�Yes, Father.�
Chul bowed and turned to leave, eyeing William as he walked.
�Congratulations on your appointment, Consul Chul.�
�Thank you. If you�ll excuse me.�
Eloy turned to Commander Yeong who was staring out of the window.
�Commander, Dr. Glastow.�
�Thank you Corporal. You are dismissed.�
�Sir.�
Santez bowed, expecting more from Yeong, but nothing came.
After Santez left, Yeong looked at William for a long moment, then walked over. He put his hand behind William�s back and led him to the window.
�Look down there. All of those people, the last people on this planet, have one inherent gift. Do you know what that gift is?�
William remained silent.
Yeong patted him on the back.
�Self-destruction. Doctor Glastow. Deeply seeded in the very makeup of each of us, is our ability to destroy. I have been very patient, but I am not a fool.�
William remained silent, and Yeong seemed to accept his silence.
�You assured me results months ago. I have given you all of the resources you required, which came at great cost. Some of which were not just monetary. I will not be toyed with and neither will the Council.�
Yeong turned to face William and pulled his pistol from his holster. He held it by his side and tapped his leg with the barrel. William froze, barely breathing, as Yeong put the gun to his head.
�Please explain to me why it is not functional yet,� Yeong asked, calmly.
�There is control, but the coding is meeting unknown resistance. It�s as if the DNA is fighting to preserve its last bit of governance. I just�need a little more time.�
William was surprised at his ability to manage complete sentences.
Yeong pushed the gun harder against William�s head. After a moment, he holstered it and turned back to the window.
�There is no more time. The council wants results now. You have two days Dr. Glastow, for your family�s sake.�
Yeong dismissed him with a wave.
William hadn�t noticed the footsteps in the hall, and bumped into a Nucrean Elite at the door. The soldier pinned him against the wall as Yeong�s oldest son, Kurth, and a handful of other Nucrean Elites pushed by. The two soldiers in the back dragged a hooded, injured man, leaving a trail of bright red blood behind them. As they passed, the soldier released his hold, but made it obvious that William needed to keep going.
�Have a nice day, sir,� Sim said, encouraging William to get lost.
William slowly walked away. As he reached the door at the end of the hall, he heard what had to be the man�s body hitting the metal tiled floor.
�All the weapons have been accounted for,� Kurth said as he moved to stand over Bale. �And, this is the traitor that let them into the armory.�
* * *
William heard Yeong talking, but could not make any of it out. After a moment of silence, a gunshot boomed down through the hall, and as if the gunshot opened a door in his mind, he remembered who the man was. He collapsed against the wall, feeling the excruciating, mental pain of absolute helplessness.
The dragon tattoo!
William�s heart sank. The man who had promised to protect his family, and ensured him that he would be rescued from this place, was now lying on the ground with a hole in his head. William�s wife and daughter would certainly be killed if he did not give Yeong what he wanted. He knew the right thing to do would be to sacrifice himself and his family for what was left of the human race, but the walls were right; he was a coward.



Seven

Twenty miles northeast of Nucrea, an old derelict strip mall looked out onto the wasteland. Behind the mall, shanties, made from every kind of scrap material, attached themselves to collapsed and rundown buildings like barnacles on an old ocean liner.
In Freetown, the Theonium levels were minimal. It might take thirty years for the affects to set in or it could take five, but to those who lived there, the risks were worth the freedom. Runners, fugitives, and anyone who would rather brave the dangers of the Fringe than live their lives in captivity, came here to make a new home. This dirty and lawless community was Freetown.
It might have been lawless in an ethical sense, but Tooth had the final say in matters.
He burst through the crooked door of his shanty and threw an old radio as hard as he could into a wall, shattering it.
He turned to go back inside but stopped as he noticed something moving. On the rusted horizon, three Fringers headed right towards him.
With a devilish grin, he disappeared into his shanty. A moment later the door burst open, this time spewing out a determined, now shirtless Tooth, wielding an enormous machete. His skin was tan, and covered in scars, his muscles tense.
He walked quickly to meet the Fringers who had started to run towards him. He gracefully dodged grabs and countered with swings of the blade. The sunlight from the setting sun, shimmered on his machete as it flew through the air, dismembering its victims.
The fight was over as soon as it began. Tooth was covered in blood, but was unharmed. He studied his victims, watching for any signs of life. Happy with the results, he began to wipe the gore from the machete on his pants.
He paused as an engine sound echoed across the tundra. He looked up as a dust cloud rose against the dark sky. A truck, rusted and badly welded raced towards him.
Tooth rested the machete across his shoulders, blood dripping down his back, and held a hand up to the truck. Tooth turned, watching as it sped past Freetown and headed for Nucrea.



Eight

The air in the East Market reeked of sweat, sewage, and the unholy aroma of rotting meats. It was nothing like the dignified Central Market, where every item was new, and strict laws about selling weapons, food, and tech governed every transaction.
Here you could buy or sell pretty much anything. This was Nun�s territory. Over the last thirty years, his runners have risked their lives, scavenging materials, machinery and technology that had kept Nucrea alive and functioning. Because of this, the Council had ignored the way he had handled his business, which was unethical to say the least. Soldiers patrolled and handled civil disputes, but knew not to interfere with anything else.
Near the end of the market, there was a group of boys gathered around Puck. There was no mistaking that Puck was Tooth�s son. He was taller than the other boys, and had the same lean, but strong posture, sunken eyes, and sinewy frame as his infamous father.
�Bet you spent every credit on that,� Wince said as he admired Puck�s new Pigeon.
Puck smiled to himself. �Almost all of it. It was worth it though. If you gonna� be a Runner, you need good tech. Already got a ranking boost from Nun for the contract.�
�It�s so beautiful,� Tom whispered as he stared at the screen.
The three boys all looked at Tom with sideways glances.
�You�re a weirdo, Tom,� Wince said, hitting him in the shoulder.
Tom was the smallest of the group. His soft face and even softer frame made him an easy target for their bullying, but he was used to it, and didn�t seem to mind. He just wanted to fit in.
Wince�s younger brother Jens drooled over the Pigeon while Puck scrolled through the Runner�s feed. Then, as if Jens was too young to experience what it was like to have a Pigeon, Puck shut the signal down, and reverently covered the Pigeon with his sleeve. All four boys paused and shared in the satisfaction of Puck�s adventure.
In Nucrea, everyone had responsibilities designated to their families. If your father was a builder or fixer, you apprenticed with him and that is what you did. If your mother was a baker, a weaver, or a grower, then that is what you learned to do.
If you didn�t want to be stuck with your parent�s occupation, you only had three options. Some kids wanted to be soldiers in the Nucrean Guard, and if they were skilled enough, they could become a part of the small privileged group of Elites. There were only a few openings each year, which seemed to go to the same social classes, but every once in a while someone from the other classes was given a chance.
Second, if you made the right friends and played the social game well enough, you could get into the Consulate, but unless you were born into a family already in a more privileged position, the odds were always heavily against you. This was the system, and the majority just accepted their fate and stuck with what the Council deemed was their heritage.
Lastly, and the most glorious way out of the system, was to become a Runner. Runners were the heroes in Nucrea. They were the ones who broke the mold the hard way. They were the warriors that chose to go outside of the safety of Nucrea, and stare death in the face. You could make a small fortune, and if you survived long enough, you might be able to spend it and make a name for yourself. That was the catch though; you had to learn how to survive the elements of the Fringe, and avoid being killed by Fringers, ungodly beasts, and even some of the other Runners.
�So, you really killed those Fringers?� Wince asked.
Jens felt uncomfortable, thinking about the answer.
�Yep,� Puck boasted. He looked around to make sure no soldiers were nearby, and then lifted his shirt to show off the old revolver Lilly had found in the factory. �Two shots, two kills. Nun said he was proud of me. Said I�m gonna be the best.�
�Cept your dad of course,� Jens added.
�I�m talkin� about the younger ones, dumbass.�
Jens tried to hide his embarrassment, realizing how stupid his comment seemed now, but Tom was happy someone else was the target for once.
�What�d it feel like? You know� when you kilt em,� Wince asked, trying to take Puck�s attention away from Jens.
Puck closed his eyes and savored the false memory. �Like you have all the power in the world.�
�You gonna join the insurgents?� Tom asked, loudly.
Puck quickly pulled his shirt back over the revolver. The boys got tense and looked around to see if anyone had heard what Tom had said. Wince stepped up to Tom as if he was going to stuff him in a hole somewhere.
�Shut it, Tom! You wanna get shot next?� Puck said as he pushed his way in front of Wince. He pointed over his shoulder at two guards who were making their way through the market.
�One of those guards hear you talk like that and they�ll send you to the Fringe.� Puck poked him in the chest and got in his face. �And there�s no way you would make it. Your dad didn�t survive and neither would you, so shut your mouth.�
Tom�s dad was a runner. He had taken an open contract a year ago, but never came back. Tom put up with the bullying and the normal boy stuff, but talking about his dad was something else.
�Don�t� talk� about my dad,� Tom said with a dark tone the other boys didn�t recognize.
�What are you gonna do?� Puck sneered.
Puck had a crazy switch, and that switch had turned on now. He was the spitting image of his dad, but this was when he resembled him most. A violence driven sociopath, with nothing but cruel intent behind his eyes.
Jens and Wince stepped closer to intervene, partly so Puck wouldn�t do something he would get put away for, and partly so Tom wouldn�t die. Tom was weak, but they liked him.
�Don�t be like that, Puck. He didn�t mean anything by it,� Wince said, being the only one that could hold his ground with Puck.
* * *
Lilly followed the tracks to the northeastern edge of the city, and recognized where they led. She didn�t need to keep going. Everyone, Runners that is, knew who lived in Freetown and whose tire tracks those were.
She dropped the transport off at the dock and left without talking to Nun. That would most likely upset him, but she only had one thing on her mind. She could work out the payment for the transport later.
Lilly shoved her way through the sea of people. She gracefully dodged the wild hand of a man disagreeing over the quality of an item, but knocked a woman�s basket of clothes to the ground.
�Hey!� The woman screamed.
Lilly didn�t stop to help, or even acknowledge the woman existed, as her target finally came into view.
* * *
Tom went from looking like the next victim of one of Puck�s sociopathic fits, to a potential witness of some glorious act of vengeance. His uncharacteristically menacing grin was visible over Puck�s shoulder.
�What?� Puck snapped.
�Hey, Puck!�
Puck turned his head to look behind him as Lilly broke through the crowd. Everything disappeared behind her fist. A bright light flashed, followed by darkness. His ears rang and he felt something ram into his side, knocking the wind out of him. He realized it was the ground, as the side of his head hit next. The iron taste of blood and embarrassment filled his mouth. He panicked. He could hear the sounds of the market, but couldn�t see anything. He thought he could hear Wince yelling something, but couldn�t hear anything clearly.
Finally, air. He coughed as dust and blood filled his airway. The pain in his face began to set in as his vision cleared the rest of the way.
Damn she hits hard.
Lilly just stood above him, as if she was waiting for him to do something. He fumbled for the revolver, and managed to pull it free, Lilly�s face focused dead center in the gun�s sights. She stepped back and laughed as she raised her hands.
�Don�t shoot! Please, Puck!� Lilly mocked.
He looked at his friends. He would never live down being knocked on his ass by a girl, sucker punch or not, but the fact that she knew his gun wasn�t functional infuriated him the most.
Defeated, Puck�s arm went limp and dropped the revolver. He looked at her pistol and the electrical A9 strapped to her chest and knew they were both definitely functional.
�I should kill you for stealing my score,� Lilly said as she pulled her pistol free of its holster and pointed it at Puck. �It�s sad that you didn�t have the balls to try and take it the proper way, �cause that I could�ve respected. But, tazing me from behind? I thought your pa would�ve taught you better.�
�Whatever,� Puck hissed through a bloody mouth.
He spit out blood and started to get up, as Lilly stepped forward and reemphasized that she had a gun. �No need to get up. I�ll just take what�s mine and be on my way.�
Puck sat back down and considered rushing her, but decided against it as Lilly�s face went cold.
�Please, give me a reason,� Lilly warned. She glanced at Wince who had started to move toward her.
�You stay right there, blondie.�
Lilly looked back at Puck. �The Pigeon.�
Puck was furious, but this was Lilly, and he knew it was a good possibility that she would shoot. He pulled back his sleeve and released the Pigeon strap, letting it fall to the ground.
Lilly moved forward and picked it up, while still aiming her pistol at his face. She held her face close for a moment just to add some emphasis, then slid it into her bag and motioned for him to hand over the revolver too.
�Gun,� she said calmly as if he didn�t understand her initial gesture.
Puck picked it up and handed it to her. He had always been jealous of Lilly, but never truly hated her until now.
Lilly holstered her gun and added the revolver to her bag.
�That wasn�t so hard now, was it?�
�You�re making a big mistake, Lil,�� Puck hissed as he wiped his mouth.
Wince pulled a knife and moved toward her. In one quick motion, she unlatched and swung the A9, knocking the knife from his hand. The sound of the A9 charging was now the only sound in the market. Everyone froze. The crowd backed up, creating as much distance from the boys as possible. They wanted nothing to do with a deadly dose of electricity.
�Stupid girl,� Wince whispered to himself as he stared at the rolling blue sparks on the A9�s barrel.
�What the hell, Lilly!� Gus bellowed as he broke through the crowd.
Gus was a large, round man, but somehow carried himself as if he were a fit, young soldier. His stray white hair and beard added just the right touch to the friendly insanity he embodied. In essence, he was the crazy, cuddly, teddy bear, favorite uncle type, that didn�t mind killing Fringers with his bare hands.
Gus looked at Puck�s face, then made a quick survey of the other boys and chuckled. �Pissed off the wrong girl, didn�t we, rats?� Gus looked back at the two soldiers making their way through the crowd and looked at Puck again. �As much as I want to watch this all play out�we gotta go Lil�, and I mean right now.�
Lilly turned and caught a glimpse of the soldiers coming right at them. She magnetically reattached the A9 to her vest, and followed Gus through the crowd to a side alley.
Tom and Jens disappeared into the crowd just as the soldiers got there, but Wince stayed with Puck.
Wince tried to help him get up, but Puck pushed his hand away.
�Don�t touch me,� Puck said as he dusted himself off. �You should�ve done something.�
Wince didn�t know how to respond to Puck sometimes so he just kept silent.
One soldier saw Lilly and Gus as they headed through the alley. �I�ve got them,� he said to his partner, annoyed at actually having to do his job.
�Copy.�
�Is there a problem?� the soldier asked Puck with an arrogant smirk on his face.
�No,� Puck said with disgust. He hated Nucrean soldiers.
�You sure? Because to me it looks like there might be a problem.�
�I told you there isn�t a problem,� Puck hissed.
Puck was almost as tall as the soldier was. After a moment, the soldier seemed to recognize who Puck was, or more importantly, who his father was, and felt the unease of making a life-threatening mistake.
�Get lost.�
Puck didn�t mind the dismissal. Any longer and he might have tried to kill the soldier, and would most likely succeeded. He would have gotten a good price for the gear, too, but would have become the subject of a manhunt.
As the soldier watched Puck and Wince disappear into the crowd, he noticed a young woman walking with tightly fitted clothing. He stared lustfully for a moment then walked over to introduce himself.
* * *
The soldier followed Lilly and Gus through the junk-filled back streets of the market. He covered his mouth with his sleeve in a futile attempt to hide the smell. He debated turning back, but he couldn�t. This was the most exciting thing that had happened in weeks.
Gus and Lilly turned a corner and came to a dead end. Gus scanned the buildings and saw a door that looked like it might open with some force.
It wasn�t Gus�s style to run from people, but they were in Nucrea, and Lilly�s altercation with Puck would warrant a seizure of their weapons and get her time in a holding cell. He wasn�t interested in having to explain any of that to Ripp.
�Lilly,� Gus whispered as loud as possible.
He pointed at a door in between two buildings, near the back of a small inlet. They ran over, hoping they had time to hide before the soldier caught up to them. The door gave way as Gus slammed a shoulder into it. Lilly ran in while Gus spread a couple of handfuls of dirt to help cover their footprints.
Luckily, the locking bolt above the door was still intact. Gus slid the metal bar into place and looked around for anything to block the door, but the room was empty.
�Why don�t you look in the back for anything we could block this door with, so you don�t get thrown in a holding cell?�
�Okay. Geesh.�
Lilly ran to the back room. Gus set his feet to brace against the door, gripping the handle with both hands.
�Empty,� Lilly said as she came out of the back room. Gus nodded for her to get ready in case he couldn�t hold the door. She drew her boot knife and crouched, ready to cut.
The soldier came around the corner and looked at the dead end. He looked for any sign of movement.
Gus and Lilly focused on the footsteps that were getting closer to the door. There was silence for a moment then they heard the faint brush of metal on metal. Gus checked his grip on the handle, hoping the soldier didn�t decide to just shoot through the door.
�Legs,� Gus mouthed to Lilly. She nodded that she understood.
Gus tightened his grip and braced as the guard slowly tried to turn the handle. Gus was able to hold the handle firmly in place but knew what was coming next. The handle jerked lightly, then was followed by the impact of the guard�s shoulder armor.
Bang!
After a few seconds of silence, the guard tried once more, but the door and Gus held. Lilly made a concerned face and shook her head in disagreement, as she slid the knife across her neck and mouthed �neck�. She mimicked opening the door to let the guard in and showed Gus that she would slit his throat.
Gus, hiding laughter as best he could, furled his brow and acted disgusted with the thought of Lilly having too much fun with the idea. Lilly was playfully saddened as Gus made it clear he wasn�t going to do that.
There was a thudding boom in the distance followed by muffled gunshots.
�Insurgents are at the armory,� a voice said over the soldier�s earpiece.
�Copy. Heading your way.� The soldier smashed the butt of his rifle on the door. �I know you�re in there!�
The guard took off running back to the market.
Lilly smirked as she watched him wipe his forehead with a sleeve. �You�re so dramatic,� Lilly said as she sheathed her knife.
�I�m dramatic?�
�Yeah, kinda.�
�Let�s talk about dramatic. You just knocked a kid on his ass, and pulled a gun on him in the middle of the day, and in front of the whole market, I might ad. Nice hit, by the way,� He said as he quickly patted her on the shoulder in approval.
He pulled back, folded his arms, and put on the most disappointed look he could. �And then, if that wasn�t enough you pulled an extremely illegal A9 on another boy, not fifty feet from two Nucrean soldiers.�
�They didn�t see anything.�
�I saw the whole market back up when you charged that A9, but whether they did or not, we almost had to kill one of them. And�I am positive that was Tooth�s boy, you hit. Ripp isn�t gonna be happy about that.�
�Yeah, well, he deserved it. He stole��
She stopped there and went for the door, knowing she had said too much.
�Let�s go,� she said hoping he didn�t hear her.
Gus put his hand on the door, blocking her escape route.
�Whoa there, he stole your what?�
�Nothing, let�s just go.�
She tried to push past him again, but Gus swatted her hand away.
�Nope, you don�t get a pass on this one. Stole my, money? Pretty sure Ripp has all that under control. Stole my gun? No, that�s not it. Half the market saw you waving it around. What�s left?� Gus asked, with a thoughtful finger on his chin and staring intensely at her bag.
�Let�s try this. You just assaulted Tooth�s ugly spawn, rekindling a fire Ripp just put out, because he somehow was able to take your score from a contract you weren�t supposed to take. That�s what I�m guessing.�
Lilly looked at him, trying to act as if she had no idea what he was talking about, then realized he was looking at her bruises. She moved her hair to cover the one over her eye.
�You�ve been beggin� Ripp to get your own contract for months, and then all of a sudden, when Ripp is gone for a couple of days, I can�t find you anywhere. Nun avoids me like I�m a leprous whore, which he usually does anyway, that�s not the point. But it makes sense, cause he knows I�ll kill him, if he sent you on a run without us. Please, tell me if I�m wrong, �cause I wanna be.�
Lilly was happy that he didn�t know about Ripp�s Pigeon.
�Wow, I�m actually amazed at how extremely accurate that was. Please, don�t say anything to Ripp.�
Lilly, seeing that Gus wasn�t in a playful mood, looked down at the floor, and tried to find a hole she could crawl in.
�Not sure if I can keep this one to myself. Ripp will find out soon enough anyway. Tooth will see to that.�
�Puck�s fine, I�m sure he doesn�t want to tell his pa he got knocked out by a girl anyways. And, the run wasn�t anything dangerous.�
Gus looked at her with compassion and then, in an instant, seemed to transform back into the angry uncle. �Obviously, but I want to know how Puck got a hold of your stuff.�
Lilly thought about different versions she could come up with, but decided it was pointless to lie. Gus might have looked like he was missing a few gears, but he was smarter than most.
�It wasn�t dangerous. It was an open contract, just outside the wall. Puck followed me. After I found a way in and loaded up, he stunned me and took everything.�
Gus looked at her wanting her to explain more.
�There weren�t any Fringers,� she replied guessing his next question.
�Just like his daddy,� Gus said, more to himself than to her.
Gus looked at her as if he knew there was more to the story, but was more concerned about the gunfire in the distance. He opened the door and checked the alley just as two more explosions thudded.
�Something�s going down. We need to get outta� here. Ripp is gonna meet us at Johnny�s, and all this is making me thirsty.�
Gus walked out of the doorway and checked the alleyway.
�So� you aren�t gonna tell Ripp?�
Gus stopped and closed his eyes, and after what seemed like forever to Lilly, he opened them and grinned.
�No.�
Lilly jumped up and gave him a big hug.
�Thanks, Gus! You�re the best.�
Gus pulled away slightly and looked at her sporting a devious grin. �You�re gonna tell him.�



Nine

Despite the ever-present tang of poorly recycled air, distilling liquor, and mephitic patrons, Johnny�s mobile depot was a runner�s haven.
She could get you whatever you wanted if the price was right, weapons, gear, tech, drugs, and even a few things that any normal human would never consider.
She didn�t care about what kind of filth you were, as long as you behaved in her depot and paid what you owed. Johnny herself was disconnectedly brutal, which is most likely the main reason her depot had survived as long as it has. The other reasons being, of course, alcohol and serving girls, which were the only two things you couldn�t buy in the Central or East Market.
Any form of alcohol was illegal in Nucrea, even for Nun. You weren�t just holed up in a cell for a day, there were steep penalties for consuming. Manufacturing and distributing would get you sanctioned, questioned, and months of cell time. Doing it for a profit? You were usually killed on the spot.
Luckily, her depot was never in the same place, making it hard to find, and the fact that she operated outside Nucrea kept the soldiers away and created a relatively gray area of what was legal and what wasn�t. As far as soldiers go, it didn�t matter if you swore on your momma�s grave, if you were affiliated with the Nucrean Guard in any way, you weren�t welcome.
Gus and Lilly sat on the mudroom bench, ignoring each other, impatiently waiting for the decontamination process to finish. As the door opened, they handed their rad-gear to the attendant, who gladly accepted it, not because she enjoyed what she did, but because she would forget about it in a few minutes. When you forget most everything, you tend to be happier than most.
She opened her toothless mouth, mumbled something neither of them understood, and then disappeared into a side room still mumbling as she went. Her weathered skin and wrinkles gave her a vacuum-packed look, but under all that age, you could see she had been beautiful once. Lilly felt sorry for her.
The main room was thick with smoke and noise. There was not a corner or a section of a wall that didn�t have some old toy, or gadget, or unusable device from the Fringe. Johnny loved her junk. Her father had been a Runner with Nun in the early days, and many of the items in her depot were things that he had brought back just for her.
Gus and Lilly watched as the local boy carried out his routine, grabbing a toy car off the serving bar and running away. As usual, Johnny turned and saw him just as he rounded the corner.
�You get back here you little rat! I�m gonna skin you alive!�
He giggled and disappeared into the shadows of the storage room.
She always tried to make the boy seem normal, but something was wrong with his memory. He was like a much younger version of the entry attendant. Overexposure in the Fringe had different effects on people, memory being the least damaging. The boy took the same car, from the same place, in the same way, every day. Later, Johnny would sneak to where ever he would end up sleeping that night, take the car and put it back for him to steal the next day.
She smiled to herself and took some drinks over to a table. Most of her patrons knew the routine, but on she caught a glimpse of a woman staring at her in a way you don�t stare at Johnny.
�And what are you looking at, ya hussy?�
The woman quickly looked into her drink. Luckily, just as Johnny was about go over and knock the woman�s teeth in, she noticed Gus and Lilly making their way through the tables.
�It�s about time someone I actually wanted to see came in here.�
�Hey Johnny,� Lilly said.
�Hey there, Lil.�
Johnny�s attention quickly turned to Gus. Lilly rolled her eyes as the adults traded lustful stares.
Johnny moved as close to Gus as possible and unnecessarily straightened his collar.
�What can I get you two?� she asked with more sexual undertones than Lilly could handle.
�Just a still for me,� Gus said to her overflowing bust.
�That all?�
�Yeah, we�re meeting Ripp, then headin� out.�
�Always in a hurry. You know, Gus, you are welcome to come back when you aren�t too busy killing Fringers. I�ll make it worth your time.�
�I�m sure you will.�
Gus let out a small burst of laughter that was a good mix of shyness and uncomfortable excitement.
Happy with Gus�s reaction, Johnny turned to Lilly. �What about you, hon?�
�I�ll have a still too; might help me forget what just happened.�
Johnny smiled. Gus shifted uncomfortably.
�Citric it is,� Johnny said, with a hint of reprimand.
�Oh c�mon. Not like it would be my first one.�
�You think you�re all grown up now don�t you?� Gus asked, obviously referring to what had happened in the market.
�Pretty sure I am, listening to you two go on and on and making eyes at each other.�
�Let her stay here for a week and work for me. We�ll get you all grown up Lil�.�
Gus shook his head painfully when he realized Johnny was being serious. �Now I need to forget what just happened.�
Johnny laughed. �You two go sit down. I�ll bring your drinks right over.�
Gus watched her every move as she turned and headed back to the bar.
Lilly sat down hard, activated her Pigeon, and scrolled through the feeds while Gus continued to watch Johnny prepare the drinks.
�Isn�t polite to stare,� Lilly said without looking up.
Gus broke out of his trance. �You sure have a lot to say for a dead girl.�
�You�re funny.�
Gus noticed a woman in the depot that definitely did not belong. Her hair was too well kept and her skin too smooth to be a Runner. She had a strong sense of frailness to her, and the uneasiness she was putting out excluded her from being anything but someone paying for a favor.
Sitting across from her was a hooded figure. This one he had seen before. Ripp had met with her once, but never said what it was about, only that it was better if Gus didn�t know, which still hurt a little. Gus and Ripp had been partners for years, and had never kept anything from each other except whatever it was that hooded woman and Ripp had discussed.
After the exchange of credits, the lady seemed relieved. She sat back and downed her drink. Johnny�s liquor wasn�t something you downed.
Definitely not a regular.
Gus knew what was going to happen next. The woman wheezed and coughed. She put her hand to her mouth and looked around to see if anyone else was experiencing the kind of pain she was.
Johnny set their drinks down.
�Here you are, you two.�
Gus grabbed her hand gently.
�Thanks, Johnny. Who is that?�
Gus pointed with his eyes, but Johnny didn�t need to see who he was asking about.
�The hood, I am sure you�ve seen before. Ripp did some business with her not too long ago.�
�Yeah, seems everyone knows about that but me,� Gus said.
�The fragile one is some city tramp that needed a place to cry about all her problems. She has clearance, so don�t really care. Paid her percent up front.�
�What�s the contract for?� Gus asked, realizing he might have overstepped boundaries.
�You know it ain�t my policy to discuss other people�s contracts,� Johnny scolded playfully.
�I know just how much you honor your policies.�
Johnny pretended to look hurt at such a remark, then moved closer to Gus.
�I�ll make you a deal, I�ll find out what little Miss Princess and the raincoat are talking about an� tell you all about it. All you have to do is stop by and give me what I want next time you�re around.�
Gus finally ignored Lilly being there.
�I can do that.�
�C�mon, you two,� Lilly said, reminding them that she was still there. Lilly made a sick face, then buried her face as far as she could in her Pigeon display.
�If you�re curious, you can always watch,� Johnny said, knowing it would put Lilly�s discomfort over the edge.
�When was Ripp supposed to be here?�
Gus and Johnny both laughed.



Ten

Two soldiers dragged Bale�s body out of the room. A moment ago he was the most sought after insurgent in Nucrea. He had spent years hiding his identity, working through the Nucrean Guards� system, until he was added to the armory�s security detail. Finally, the insurgents would be able to obtain enough firepower to take back their city, but someone betrayed him, betrayed everyone.
The insurgent group, called the Catalyst, had quickly gained momentum over the last five years in response to the emerging class system. The main population was kept impoverished, while a small, selective group seemed to be living without limitations, and people knew enough about the past to fear what that meant for their future.
Bale had joined the Guard to gather information about this privileged group, and gain access to the Council, but in the process, he uncovered plans to enslave the city through neural implants.
Bale had become close friends with a soldier who helped detain the wife and daughter of a brilliant man. This soldier explained to Bale that this man, who understood the old sciences, was being forced to help the Council control the people neurologically. Everyone would get an implant, soldiers included, that would govern everything they thought and did. He explained that the implants would be given as an enhancement, with the promise of a better life and resistance to the effects of living in the Fringe, but it was all a lie.
�I want the soldier that knew him questioned and taken care of,� Kurth said to one of the Elites, who had a thick, black beard and even thicker body.
�Sir,� the soldier said as he turned and left.
Two teenage boys, dressed in gray, frantically cleaned the blood. One of them struggled to fight the urge to throw up, which seemed to weaken the other boy�s resolve to remain composed as well. The fear of losing their control in front of the city�s military leader was the only thing holding back the vomit.
Yeong and Kurth, unaffected by the gruesome scene and indifferent to the boys, scoured over various displays on the holo-desk. One feed gave an overhead view of the raid, showing Kurth and his Elites overtaking the rebels at the armory; another feed had recorded Kurth chasing down Bale.
The boys finished cleaning, bowed, and left with their bloody buckets and linen bags.
Yeong took a cloth from his back pocket, wiped the blood and gunpowder from his pistol, and holstered it.
�Thank you for quickly putting an end to this. The Council will be pleased,� Yeong said.
�He was a soldier,� Kurth said, more to himself than to his father.
�He was a traitor,� Yeong shot back.
�That�s not what I meant, father. He had been in the Guard for years. I remember his promotion. I�m worried that if he was able to hide among us, that there might be others. Had our informant not warned us, we would have lost everything in that armory.�
�Regardless, you acted and I am proud of you.�
�Thank you, Father.�
�It does, however, seem necessary that we watch our own more closely. This city has become ungrateful. They have wasted their freedom.� Yeong swiped a hand over the desk, closing the feeds, and looked at Kurth. �All of that will soon change.�
Kurth closed the door and came close to Yeong. �Should we expect the Market Barons to move on us after the Council is gone?�
�They all work independently from one another. They would most likely fight among themselves until there was only one left, but they are of no concern. An old friend is willing to remedy that problem for us, if it arises.�
Yeong turned and gave Kurth a father�s hug.
�Soon,� Yeong said softly.



Eleven

�When we were young, most of us were indoctrinated with a foundation of principles with the hope that we would remain unshaken in our humanity when faced with doom. We convinced ourselves, and our children, that we would be the white knights that would save the kingdom from darkness.
The Fringe, however, has a way of making you accept things that you once promised yourself you would never accept. Horrible things. After losing so many who tried to fight with seemingly righteous principles in mind, I realize I am only alive because I was better at killing than most. Instead of hiding and running, I seek out my enemy.
There are remnants of their pasts that surface here and there, but they are gone. Here, but gone. As always, I may not return and so I leave you with my prayer in the hope that you may understand. I do not ask for forgiveness, but if I do not return, I ask that someone stand in my place and become the one to continue this work so that many will remain unstained. This is my prayer.
I am overcome with sorrow at the state of my soul tonight, but tomorrow will gladly fight again. This night I embrace my guilt and know that I, and those around me, are safe because of it. I cleanse this world of those who would end it for others. I am the keeper of humanity, but must embody that which is inhuman. I destroy, in hope of sustaining life. This is my curse and my blessing, but in moments of darkness I am always granted a moment of light. In that light, I pray that you will sleep well, children, and one day forgive this monster of his duty. Until the morning.�
-Journal of the Unknown-

The explosion left Ripp�s head pounding and ears ringing. The pillar he had braced against when the explosive went off had thankfully held together. The feeling of blood filling his sleeve meant he had taken shrapnel, but that was the least of his worries. Four heavily armed soldiers had mysteriously shown up in the Fringe and followed him into a partially collapsed building. Nucrean soldiers didn�t go to the Fringe. He didn�t know what to make of the situation until they started shooting at him, and then it was simple. They wanted to die.
�C�mon,� Ripp said to himself as he tried to shake the concussion off. He gathered what senses he could and peeked around the corner of the pillar. He was able to see two of the Nucrean soldiers trying to flank him. He pulled back just as cement exploded above him.
That was too close.
His mask had saved him countless times against gnashing teeth and infected claws, but it wouldn�t have stopped those bullets. He knew he had to move. He reached behind the pillar and shot twice at the flanking team, then tumbled the opposite direction. Luckily, the soldiers fired on the movement of the gun and not the direction he was going.
Two soldiers pushed to the middle of the room as the other two that were trying to flank Ripp. He found cover behind a broken hallway. Ripp fired a couple shots at the middle team as he moved to a fallen wall, and shot one of the soldiers in the neck.
Ripp heard swearing and requests for medical attention, but he knew it was too late for that soldier. More cement exploded around him.
�Five,� Ripp counted to himself.
Ripp fired two shots at the entryway just as the soldiers started to move on him. One round went left, and the other just missed a soldier�s face, peppering his mask with rock.
�Three.�
The soldier shook his head in disbelief, realizing how close he had come to taking one in the head.
�Dammit. What the hell is this guy doing out here?�
�What are we doing out here, LT? Coms are down. Bet�s dead. Can�t get to the rookie. Look at him, he�s just staring at the bloody hole in Bet�s throat.�
The rookie had dropped his gun on the floor and was staring at his partner�s lifeless body.
�Orders are to detain and question anyone we find in this section.�
The lieutenant knew this was just a programmed response, and if he was honest with himself, he felt the same.
�Forget orders,� the soldier said calmly, then looked up at the ceiling.
�This is crazy. He�s crazy,� he said pointing a thumb in Ripp�s direction. �I�m not gonna die because of some prick.�
The lieutenant looked at him, and then put a hand on his shoulder. �Yeah, bad deal for Bet, but get it together. You me, and the rookie are getting out of here. I think he�s empty anyway.�
�Hell if I�m gonna stick my head out again to make sure.�
�I�ll pinch while you get the Rookie then�on three? He didn�t respond. The lieutenant shook him gently, and moved to look into his eyes. The soldier nodded that he understood. The lieutenant checked his rifle, braced against the doorframe and counted down.
The lieutenant pushed out to his right, firing on Ripp�s position. The other guard moved to his left and made it to the rookie without having to fire.
Cement and metal shards peppered the air above Ripp.
Without looking, Ripp knew that they were moving on his position. The guard pulled the rookie�s body forward and checked for injuries.
�You hit?�
The rookie slowly shook his head no.
�Stay put. We�ll end this.�
The rookie didn�t say anything as he sat back against the wall and closed his eyes.
The soldier set his sights on the fallen concrete wall where Ripp was hiding and signaled for the lieutenant to maneuver. The lieutenant signaled back to stay put and to hold on the position, then stealthily moved closer to the fallen wall, moving behind the pillar Ripp had used for cover.
�Throw your weapon out and put your arms up!�
�Can�t do that,� Ripp warned.
�Have it your way.�
The lieutenant signaled for the soldier to fire on Ripp�s position. Fragments went flying as the bullets ate into the barrier that Ripp was hiding behind. The shooting stopped as the guard reloaded. Ripp knew the lieutenant would be ready to fire when he moved.
�Last chance! Throw your gun out and put your hands up.�
Ripp was happy he said �gun�.
�Okay! Okay! I�m coming out. Don�t shoot.�
Ripp slowly raised an arm holding one of his guns, slide locked open.
�I�m gonna toss it to you,� Ripp said louder than needed. After pushing a button on the grip, he tossed the gun. It landed close to where the rookie and the other soldier were.
The lieutenant signaled for them to stay put.
�All right! Now let me see your other hand.�
There was a pause and in one motion, Ripp pulled his other hand up and fired the last two shots.
They hit nowhere near the soldiers, but the lieutenant retreated to his pillar anyway.
�I�m out!� Ripp mocked.
�Son of a bitch.�
The lieutenant swung around and fired on Ripp�s position. He used the whole magazine and quickly reloaded, wanting to let Ripp know that he was losing any patience he might have had. Ripp knew that it wasn�t likely that they were going to let him live. He killed one of them, and all of this was a tactic to secure him without any other losses. He realized these were well-trained soldiers, smarter than most, and he wanted to know why they were out in the Fringe.
�I�m throwing my other gun out.�
Ripp laid his Pigeon on his lap with the monitor face up as he shoved a metal rod in the ground next to his leg and wrapped a wire around it. He pushed the same well-hidden button on the pistol and a new grid, displaying the inside of the room, came to life on his Pigeon. He raised both of his hands slowly, with the pistol�s slide locked open. He knew they were ready to fire on him if he tried anything.
Ripp tossed the pistol into the middle of the room, and looked down at his Pigeon as digital imprints of the soldiers came to life.
The lieutenant focused his aim on Ripp�s arm, and was ready to take it clean off if Ripp tried anything again.
�No more games. This is your last chance. Come out slowly with your hands up or I will kill you.�
�Okay, okay! I�m coming out.�
Ripp sat motionless with his arms up. The soldiers quickly realized that he wasn�t coming out.
�Now!�
Ripp watched the display as the lieutenant angrily signaled for the other soldier to move closer.
�I�m injured. You might have to help me,� Ripp said, still holding his arms motionless in the air.
Voice verification success displayed across the top of the monitor.
Arc Ready.
The lieutenant finally moved out from behind the pillar and into the open part of the room.
�Arc,� Ripp commanded.
A brilliant light, followed by an electrical explosion that seemed to open the room into another dimension, filled the collapsed building.
The arc hit the lieutenant mid stride, forcing him to fall over hard. Electrical tentacles traveled to rebar that was hanging from the ceiling, then bounced downward and hit the other soldier in the face and tore through his body. Skin smoked as electrical waves burned their way in every direction, killing them both instantly. The rest of the arc hit the rookie in lower amps, suffocating him while his insides boiled. He opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came.
Ripp looked down at a blank screen. He tried to reboot it, but there was only static and a few distorted lines that appeared. He pulled his sleeve over the screen and leaned against the wall. As he listened for the last of the arc to fade, Ripp could feel the energy in the air, tingling, burning. When the light in the room finally faded, he pulled the rod out of the ground, unhooked the wire, and put them both back in his pack.
He turned on a mounted light to check his arm. It had stopped bleeding, but wounds in the Fringe had a way of getting worse in a hurry.
�Time to go.�
He pulled a third pistol from a holster on his back and, using the mounted light, scanned the room. Three smoking bodies glowed, cutting through the pitch with their white and yellow embers. Blue wisps of electricity danced, then disappeared into the nooks and cracks.
Ripp gathered his guns, and checked them for damage. He had never used the arc before, but knew he couldn�t have picked a better time to test it.
Ripp scanned the room one last time to make sure he wasn�t ignoring anything, then made his way back through the hallway. He wanted to know why Nucrean soldiers were roaming around the Fringe and why they would go after a runner. Something wasn�t adding up.
Ripp kneeled next to the soldier he had shot in the neck and pulled the bloody magnetic name badge from the soldier�s uniform. Bettis. He looked at it for a moment then let it disappear into a puddle of blood. He unlatched the soldier�s pistol and put it in is pack. �Thank you for your service,� he said patting the man on the chest. �And all of the new toys.�
He unlatched the soldier�s armored vest.
* * *
Ripp had always felt deeply intertwined with the energies in the Fringe, mostly because he felt truly free outside the city, but another part of him knew there was much more to it than that. He longed for the old world, a world he only knew through the fragments left behind, but one that seemed more familiar and much more a part of him than this one.
Ripp shivered as the cold winds of the Fringe cut through his clothes, waking him from his reverie. He threw the rest of the newly acquired gear in the cargo hold of his transport and climbed in.
On the horizon, Nucrea�s lights cut through the overwhelming darkness, disappearing into a starless abyss. From a broken building, a shadow watched as Ripp drove into the void.



Twelve

Red and green moss covered the stone and brick walls of the old tavern�s cellar. Pools of brackish water reflected what little light shone through the top of a rounded door, silhouetting the old, empty wine racks that filled the room. Small lights on sleeping monitors and computers blinked. Containers of all shapes and sizes covered the floor.
At the top of the stone stairwell, light flickered around the edge of the thick metal door. Heavy footsteps and anxious chatter grew as the door flew open, flooding the room with light and chaos.
Two men carried in a man covered in blood. Another man rushed in from behind them and pushed one of the tables out of the way.
�Lay him down here.�
The injured man groaned as they laid him on the floor.
�Hang in there, Lev,� Nam encouraged.
Craig pulled his boot knife out and started cutting away at Lev�s tattered shirt. He pulled the sticky fabric free revealing a vest riddled with bullets. Two rounds had broken through on one side, splaying metal into jagged edges that had made the bullet wounds worse. He unlatched the vest and carefully slid it off the man�s chest, revealing more bruises and damaged skin.
�Get a kit,� Craig ordered, struggling to maintain composure.
Nam looked at all of the containers that Craig had just shoved out of the way, then back at Craig.
�Red box, white cross.�
Craig folded a towel he pulled from the table behind him. He pressed hard against the two holes. Lev arched his back, groaning and grinding his teeth.
�It�s bad isn�t it?� Lev whispered through a bloody mouth.
�You�re gonna be fine. Hurry with that kit!�
�Did we get the weapons?� Lev, asked.
Craig wanted to lie to him and say everything went as planned. He wanted to tell him that the pain he was going through was worth the victory and this would change the odds.
�No.�
Lev let that set in, and smiled painfully.
�We tried,� Lev said.
�We did, but you need to shut up now.�
Lev nodded and winced in pain.
Nam found a red box with a faded white cross on it. He dumped its contents on one of the tables and found a large syringe full of white pellets.
�Bite on this.�
Craig twisted a thick strip of cloth and shoved it in Lev�s mouth. Lev bit down and nodded, letting them know he was ready. Craig looked over at Nam, and then at Jesse who braced to hold Lev down.
Nam knelt down, broke the cap off the big syringe, and handed it to Craig. Nam pulled the cloth away from Lev�s side, revealing two shredded holes that for a moment were just holes, but then suddenly began to overflow with blood.
Craig jammed the needle into the first hole and squeezed, causing Lev to cry out. Jesse struggled to hold him down.
�That�s the first one. You�re doing great Lev. One more,� Craig encouraged. �Can�t see the hole,� he said to Nam.
Nam wiped the wounds one more time with the blood soaked towel, then Craig jammed the syringe into the other hole and pushed what was left of the pellets out.
Lev didn�t move this time. He chewed the cloth hard but the local anesthetic in the pellets started to work its magic. Everyone let out their own sighs of relief when they saw that the blood stopped.
�Alright, brother, alright,� Jesse said, as he hugged Lev�s neck.
Nam dropped the towel and patted Lev�s leg as he sat back.
�Grab a couple of fluids and the scope.�
Nam jumped up, went to the back of the room where there were more containers and started searching through the medical supplies for IV bags and the scope.
Jesse winced as he sat down next to Craig and closed his eyes.
�That was a disaster.�
�Yeah,� Craig answered.
�There weren�t supposed to be any Nucrean Elites around.�
�Well there were. We can�t worry about what should have happened or what shouldn�t have. The only thing we need to focus on is finding those rounds and getting them scoped before Lev dies.�
Craig put his hand on Jesse�s shoulder, stood without saying anything else, then went to help Nam look through the containers.
�Got �em,� Nam said.
Nam rushed over with the two IVs and prepped the first one. Craig activated a monitor that he attached to a small brace made of smooth fabric and light metal. He inserted one of the IVs in a vein and put the brace on Lev�s arm. It compressed automatically. Craig watched closely as the monitor showed Lev�s veins fill with fluid.
Craig opened the scope�s box. The scope was a small wire that he connected to the monitor and a small panel of controls and buttons. He moved the controls, making sure that the scope worked.
�The anesthesia should be working by now,� Craig said, for the benefit of the rest of the group.
Craig cut a small incision just above the higher wound and inserted the wire. Craig expected Lev to move but looked up and saw he was sleeping.
The screen showed, in a fish-eye view, the inside of Lev�s body: organs, yellow fat, internal bleeding, and finally a bullet. He found the first bullet near a lower vertebra about an inch from the spinal column. He connected the edge of the splayed metal with the end of the wire and hit a sequence of buttons on the control panel. Watching the monitor, he saw the bullet dissolve as an electronic pulse broke it into dust. He quickly found the second one lodged in Lev�s pelvic bone and repeated the procedure. Craig used the scope to cauterize a couple of large bleeding areas, and then pulled the wire out.
�Thank the god who has forsaken us all, for the man, or woman, that created this wonderfully awesome tech.�
Craig stood, put his bloody hands on his hips, and hung his head for a moment. He was grateful that Lev now had a good chance to live, but that was a small victory compared to the huge disaster of the armory. He looked at Jesse who laid his head back and closed his eyes, then at Nam who paced nervously.
Footsteps echoed through the hall. Craig, covered in Lev�s blood, grabbed his rifle and aimed it at the metal door. Jesse opened his eyes and stared at his pistol he had pushed away, and closed his eyes again. Nam quickly pulled his sidearm and steadied it on one of the tables.
�Don�t shoot!� a female voice shouted as the door burst open.
Enna and three more rebels, all with minor wounds, hurried inside the room. She signaled for everyone to be quiet as she checked the hall.
�Damnit!� Craig fumed as he set his rifle down.
Bo turned to Nam, who had come to hug him, and squeezed him hard. �Good to see you made it, little brother.�
David and Ryan talked with Nam while Bo joined Craig over by Lev. Enna walked over to a table that was covered with supplies. She looked blankly at the table and then suddenly tossed it against the wall. They all looked at Enna.
�What?� Craig asked Bo.
�They took Bale,� Bo whispered, hoping Craig wouldn�t lose control too.
Craig was silent.
* * *
Enna was the leader of the rebellion group that called themselves the Catalyst. She was as beautiful as she was capable in any situation, mental or physical. Her dark hair and piercing blue eyes always stood out. She was tough but human, and loved her brother.
Enna�s parents had started protesting against the imbalance of the social condition in Nucrea when she was young. She and her brother, Bale, would follow them to their secret meetings and listen to them discuss a real future everyone deserved. She would listen to the arguments about whether to fight, or try to work with the Council to change everything. Some decided it would be best to leave Nucrea and try to create a new home in the Fringe, but you couldn�t survive for long. There were rumors of clean zones far away and tales of people that went looking for them, but never came back.
For years, the Council would make promises by implementing legislation that seemed to be amicable, but in essence was never a solution. Ironically, the legislation ended up supporting the same social system no matter what the efforts were.
When it was obvious that democracy was not going to change anything, the protests became violent. It wasn�t that the rebels thought violence was going to solve anything, it simply became necessary to defend their own lives against the Council�s attempts to eradicate anyone that opposed them. After the first member of the Council was assassinated, Yeong was appointed as Commander of the Nucrean Guard and soon initiated military law.
The Council member who was killed had supported the protests and had openly blamed the Council for the class system that was emerging. Whether he opposed his own Council as a political move or not, his death was a clear message.
Military law was established in cooperation with the Council, and most of the protesters were imprisoned. After hundreds of trials, all of them were convicted of civil treason and a choice was given. Those who denounced their corrupt ideals and entered a life of servitude to Nucrea were set free, and those who refused were sentenced to die in prison cells.
Enna�s parents had not taken any part in the protests, but were publically executed and left in the street. Anyone who tried to remove their bodies was shot.
After the execution, Craig�s parents took Enna and Bale into their home. The remaining supporters, all swore to each other that one day they would avenge their parent�s death, and that they would fight against the corruption and control of the Council.
* * *
Craig knew she didn�t want to be comforted, but walked over to Enna�s side anyway.
�How�s Lev?� she asked, dismissing the possibility of any spoken or nonverbal conversation about her brother. �Is he gonna make it?�
Craig had known Enna since they were young, and to anyone else she might have seemed heartless, but Craig knew that this was how she dealt with loss. Her parents had been executed in front of her, she had lost desperate friends to the lure of freedom in the Fringe, and now her brother had been captured and would surely be tortured and killed.
�Yeah, he�ll pull through, but he needs a doctor, and soon,� Craig said, in a way that let her know he knew about Bale.
�Let�s get him ready to move then,� Enna replied, looking for a way out of the moment.
For the first time since her parents were killed, Craig caught a glimpse of the pain hidden deep behind her walls.
Ryan joined the two of them. �We need to go back for him,� Ryan said.
Enna held back a flood of anger that would have been wrongly directed at Ryan. He was Bale�s best friend after all.
�He knew what he was getting into just like the rest of you,� Enna said.
�We can�t just leave him!� Ryan answered, frustrated.
�We can and we will. Bale can take care of himself.�
Enna knew he didn�t have a chance. Her brother would give the ultimate sacrifice for their cause, and that thought was the only thing keeping Enna together right now. She knew she had to hold them all together. This was bad, but they had to move forward.
�It�s Cole,� yelled a man from the hall as the door banged against the bar.
�Let me in assholes!�
Bo ran over and lifted the bar out of the slots. Cole burst through the doorway, out of breath.
Cole had long dark brown hair that complimented his even darker eyes. He was tall and carried himself well. For the last five years, he had been a member of the Consulate. More impressively, he was the only one that had been able to wrangle Enna�s heart.
Enna seemed to brighten and came over to meet him. Cole, still catching his breath, grabbed her tight.
�I�m sorry,� he said and kissed her head.
�Me, too,� Enna whispered.
Craig came over and joined the hug.
�Glad you made it.�
�You too,� Cole said as he let go of them both.
�Happy to see you,� Ryan said, with a narrowing glare. He never liked, let alone trusted Cole.
�You too Ryan.� Cole took in who was with them in the cellar. Jesse looked like he was sleeping next to an unconscious Lev.
�Others?�
�Jamis, Rob, and Chris all didn�t make it,� Ryan said sadly.
�And nothing to show for it,� Cole added.
�All I know is this inside guy better do his part or I�ll kill him myself,� Bo threatened.
�I know today went to shit in ways we can�t begin to explain, but we can count on him. He�ll get the program.�
Cole had a way of transforming the worst of situations into something inspiring.
�I know him. He will do anything to save his family,� Cole added. �What next, Enna?� Cole asked directing the conversation to her.
�We needed those weapons. We can�t take on the Council Guard with what we have. Luckily we have a Plan B. Craig?�
Craig brought a laptop over to the group and set it on the table. The rest of them gathered except Nam, who tended to Lev.
�Jess!� Craig barked.
Jesse opened his eyes and hopped up leaving his gun on the ground. He joined the rest of the group.
�Alright, Plan B,� Craig said as he turned the laptop on.



Thirteen

�Even on a hot day the Fringe is cold. The temperature out here might be warm and you know it is because you can feel the heat in the wind, but something still chills you. This chill is born in your spine, and shoots outward to your arms and legs, raising your hairs and prickling all of your skin. It�s like those few moments in your life when you feel completely empowered to achieve greatness but the Fringe lies to you. It ensnares you in its energy and makes you feel like something is right when everything couldn�t be more wrong.�
-Journal of the Unknown-

The blood-red sign for Johnny�s was barely visible in the darkness of the old parking structure�s bowels. There were all different kinds of transports parked outside the reticulated walls of the travel depot. Some were impressive, and some were little more than piles of metal with an engine. This was where the Runners ended their day.
A handful of people stood outside the de-radiation chamber, waiting for it to clear. One of the Runners was completely covered in a dark red ghille suit with hair-like tentacles reaching in every direction. Another one had padded armor with a high-tech filter mask that looked new. The other two had suits on that had been pieced together from gear long abandoned, and looked as though they might come apart at any moment.
An engine roared, and they all looked in Ripp�s direction as his car emerged from the darkness and settled a little away from the door. They all knew who�s Mustang it was.
Ripp stepped out, and the group waiting by the door made way for him. Not because they were scared, but they let him go ahead of them out of respect for the most sought-after Runner in the last fifty years. He was the best. Partly because of the fact that no one went out as far as he did, but mostly because of his ability to survive anything.
No one fought the hordes of Fringers the way he and Gus had, and no one was more favored by Johnny than he was. Of course, all of this had a lot to do with being trained by Johnny�s father.
Ripp acknowledged their respect with a simple raise of his hand and grabbed the door latch. The light on the outside panel immediately changed from red to green as if Ripp willed it to be ready for him.
�Thank you,� he said mechanically through his rad-breather.
Ripp closed the door behind him and stood while the air vacuum hissed, and compressed air cycled through vents in the ceiling.
He laughed to himself, remembering when a young runner prematurely took his rad-breather off before the cycle was done, resulting in burnt lungs and a shrunken voice box. It took months for the poor fellow to sound like something other than a small, excited child.
Ripp took his helmet off just as the lights in the chamber changed from red to green. His hair was matted, sweaty, and he looked exhausted.
The automatic door slid open and Ripp moved into a large storage room that held a dozen people�s rad-gear. He looked over at the old storage attendant who was fast asleep in a chair near the doorway and smiled. He stored his gear quietly trying not to wake the old woman and softly pushed through the spring-mounted doors into Johnny�s bar.
Ripp slipped past Johnny, who was turned around preparing drinks, spotted Gus and Lilly sitting at a table and headed over.
Gus kicked Lilly under the table.
�What was that for?� she whined.
Gus smiled, then looked past her.
�How�d it go?� he asked Ripp.
Lilly made room for Ripp. It was obvious that there wasn�t going to be enough room on Gus�s side.
�Didn�t find what I had hoped to, but there were CG Elites that showed up out of nowhere. That was fun.�
Ripp got settled and looked over at Lilly, who, as usual, was consumed with the social network on her Pigeon, mindlessly scrolling through the messages from the runner�s daily updates.
�There is nothing out there, at least on the surface, but I�m thinking we were right, something is going on. You said, �follow the power�.�
�Told you,� Gus said.
�Yeah, we�ll need to go back out after things cool down. Got some great gear off of em� though.�
Gus chuckled. �Elites always have the good stuff. How many were out there?�
�Four.�
Gus paused for a second as he noticed the blood on Ripp�s shirt. �You ok?�
�Yeah, just a cut. How�d we do at the market?�
Gus got excited, and his worry for Ripp�s well-being changed to a childish smile.
�We made out pretty good, two-fifty for the converters, one-fifty for the gun and three hundred for�uh�� Gus looked around to see who was listening. ��that other thing.�
Ripp�s face lit up with approval. �We should change professions.�
Gus shook his head as an unwanted memory forced its way in. �Don�t think I could be a prostitute again.�
�Yeah, not what I was talking about,� Ripp said, making a sour face. �I really don�t want to picture that right now. What I meant was that we should just focus on that�other�thing.� he said, raising his eyebrows with each of the last two words.
�Ah, you mean the side business,� Gus said, winking. �Yes. Not sure what they do with them, but for that much money each time? I can live with not ever knowing what happens to those people.�
Ripp looked over at Lilly, who was obviously trying to look occupied, and softly nudged her. �Why so quiet Lil?�
Lilly looked up as if she had just noticed that Ripp was there and smiled an innocent smile.
�Hey, Ripp! How��
�Lilly got shock rocked by Tooth�s boy on a baby con, and lost her score. So she put a fist in his face at the market today just before she pulled her Zeus machine on his playmate.�
Gus smiled as Lilly angrily shut her Pigeon down.
�Seriously? Couldn�t even let me ease into it? I really don�t like you right now.�
Gus�s smile faded when he saw the stern look on Ripp�s face. Lilly and Gus were ready for an explosion, but it never came.
�Yeah, I know,� Ripp said calmly, catching Lilly and Gus off guard.
�Nun gave me the heads up about the market. I figured it might have been over something like that.�
Lilly expected that there was going to be more, so she kept quiet.
Ripp leaned forward and looked at his hands. �You know I just smoothed everything over with Tooth right?�
Lilly sank in her seat. She could have dealt with Ripp being angry with her. She would have even preferred that he break something and yell at her in front of everyone, but the thought that she had disappointed Ripp was torture.
�I know.�
�Do you?� Ripp�s tone hardened.
�There are all kinds of bad Lil. Tooth is on the extreme end of �real crazy� kill you, not just electrocute you bad. And he has been after our contracts for a long time.�
�I know. I�m sorry, I really am.�
Ripp shook his head slightly. Gus was about to interject, but kept his mouth shut when Ripp looked up at him.
�I said you weren�t ready to do contracts on your own and specifically told you that I would let you know when. What happened today just proved my point, and I expect that you see that too. Imagine if Puck was a Fringer.�
�He wasn�t,� she said under her breath.
�You need to sit out for a bit until you start taking all of this seriously.�
Gus bit his lip and raised an eyebrow, grateful he wasn�t to blame for once.
�Oh come on! Sit out? I can�t be��
�Not up for discussion!� Ripp yelled.
Johnny�s got quiet. A couple of runners stared then looked away and returned to their drinks after Gus shot them a glance.
�You could have been killed. Simple as that. You are sitting out until I say you�re ready.�
�Think that might be too much? She handled herself pretty well in the market today,� Gus said, thinking he had helped somehow.
�And where were you when all of this was going on?�
Gus looked hurt. �Doing my job.�
�She�s part of your job,� Ripp shot back.
Gus threw his hands up in defense. �Okay I get it, we both screwed up, but there�s something else eating you.�
Ripp stared past them, ignoring Gus.
Gus knew the expression on Ripp�s face all too well; focused, calculating, and ready for violence. He looked back over his shoulder to see what Ripp was staring at.
Tooth had charged through the swinging doors with his rad-gear still on, saw Ripp and started to head over.
�Oh, man,� Gus said to himself.
Tooth was strong, and stood almost a head taller than most people, which added to his presence. His face was dark and shadowed in all the right places, resembling a demon in the flesh.
�A rat,� Ripp whispered.
Johnny stopped Tooth dead in his tracks with a large triple-barreled shotgun. Tooth stopped out of respect but didn�t seem concerned at all about Johnny. He looked down at the shotgun with little regard then set his eyes back on Ripp.
�Tooth, you start something in my depot and I�ll make sure there ain�t nothing left for your boy to cry over. Clear?� Johnny barked. She followed Tooth�s gaze over to a guilty looking Gus and made her own face of disapproval.
Tooth�s and Ripp�s eyes locked on each other.
�Ith clear. Juth wanna talk to Ripp,� Tooth said as he slowly pushed the barrel of the gun to the side. He raised his hands showing Johnny that he wasn�t armed and smiled a smile that was as loaded as her gun was. Johnny let Tooth walk by, but kept her barrel aimed at his back.
�How do, Ripp?� Tooth asked with a gaping smile.
�Tooth.�
�Liddle gurly thook a theap thot at my boy. Here I wath thinkin� you and me wath good?�
�We are good. Just a misunderstanding.�
Tooth squinted his eyes and twisted his head in agitation. He let out a deep breath as he tried to remain under control.
�No. I don�t think the mithunderthood.�
Ripp stood firmly. �The way I see it is that she just gave him a little taste of what he gave to her. Fair is fair right?�
�Fair ith fair and the Fringe ith home to balance,� Tooth said annoyed with the old ways. �I�m prepared to forgive the gun, but that Pigeon belonged to my boy. I bought eh for em with MY credith and I want it back.�
�Pigeon, huh?� Ripp glanced at Lilly, trying to make sense of the new information. �You bought it for him? He didn�t buy it from the score he stole from Lilly?�
Tooth smiled knowing he had the situation in his control now. �Yeth thur. I bought it with my crediths for him a couple of dayth ago.�
Lilly stared at the table listening and waiting for Ripp to stand up for her.
�Lilly, give back the Pigeon.�
Lilly shot up in her seat. �What?� she cried.
�Give him the Pigeon.�
�You can�t be serious? You know he�s lying!�
Tooth lost his composure and started to move towards Lilly.
Ripp stepped in front of Tooth. �Lilly. Now,� Ripp ordered as he kept his gaze focused on Tooth.
Johnny made her way through the crowd that had gathered behind Tooth.
�Thell your little flower, that the better watch who thee callin a liar.�
�Time�s up, Lil. Hand it over now,� Ripp said letting her know he was out of patience.
Lilly realized the whole situation was about to get out of control and she was to blame. She deleted her files, unlaced her new Pigeon and tossed it at Tooth.
�There�s a good lil� flowuh,� Tooth hissed.
The silence in Johnny�s deepened, as Ripp got into Tooth�s face.
�You and me are good, Tooth. You got what you came for so, your boy and her are square, too, but if anything happens between you and her, you and me ain�t gonna be good.� Ripp moved closer. �I don�t care if Nun never gives me a contract again, I will kill you.�
Tooth grinned, and looked at the glass in front of Gus thinking of how he could push past Ripp, break it and slit her throat, but just as he was about to try, he stepped back with another idea.
�Take it eathy Ripp. Ith fine. You�re right. We are thquare. Thankth for your cooperathion.�
The tension was palpable as Tooth walked past Jonny and disappeared into the storage area.
Gus mouthed a sincere �Sorry� to Johnny. She shot him back a, �don�t bring your baggage into my bar again� look, and put her gun back behind the counter.
Lilly had never felt the gravity of the earth more than now.
�Sitting out,� Ripp said with a sideways glare.



Fourteen

The West Market area was off-limits to the citizens of Nucrea. Only very limited and heavily- supervised access was allowed, and that was only granted to the few scientists or industry leaders in the Council; even runners weren�t allowed. There have been many speculations as to why it was forbidden, the physical dangers were obvious, but there was also the growing suspicion that out there was something the Council didn�t want anyone to see.
The West Market wasn�t ever an actual market. It had been named that, early in the survival years, as part of a plan to restore the area. Huge craters, where bombs exploded long ago and deep fissures were scattered throughout the crumbled buildings and upturned streets. Most of the buildings and structures were beyond repair, and uninhabitable. Nothing grew, water turned poisonous on its own overnight. The ground was unstable and seemed to be devouring the city from below.
Here, the aftermath of a war fought over a century ago, was perfectly preserved. Every bomb crater, every burned building, and every bullet hole was still there, frozen in time. The destruction served as a reminder that a once powerful world had been reduced to nothing, because of the greed of a few.
The Council had given up on its restoration and attempts to settle the area. Plus Runners had cleaned out the area of anything useful long ago. There had only been a few short-lived industrial efforts and a prison, which, despite an enormous amount of materials and labor, remained unused. Mostly.
* * *
Kurth had always felt the area�s destructive power calling to him. As children, he and Chul had regularly escaped their wards and hungrily explored the seemingly endless playground of destruction.
He had plenty of minor injuries to remind him of broken walls and falling ceilings. There was one memory that stood out among the rest; the day that he and his brother had found a body. It was under a large metallic shield jammed into the ground, most likely as a result of an explosion. They struggled for an hour trying to pry it up thinking that there was some treasure buried beneath it.
Finally, they were able to use their weight and a lever to lift one of the corners enough to slide under. Kurth turned on his light and squeezed through the space.
�I don�t feel good about this, Kurth,� Chul said, sheepishly.
�Stop being such a baby. C�mon, I think I see something.�
Chul looked back to check the lever one more time, and after seeing how solid it was, slipped into the dark hole. His eyes took a moment to adjust, but once they did, it was like they had traveled back through time.
There in front of them, illuminated by Kurth�s hand light, was the front portion of an ROK military transport. Kurth let his light reveal the scene slowly. The transport should have been a heap of twisted, rusted metal, but even the paint looked fresh. The metal reflected the light back at them as Kurth panned over the bullet-riddled frame. Kurth froze; pinned beneath the right front wheel well was a partly-clothed skeleton.
Chul gasped and scrambled back towards the hole, but Kurth wasn�t afraid.
�It�s dead. Stop freaking out.�
Chul wanted to run, but stayed because even though he was terrified, he trusted his brother. There was no way he was getting closer, but Kurth, on the other hand, went right over to the body, knelt down, and grabbed one of the hands.
�Don�t touch it!�
Kurth looked back at his younger brother with a grin, broke one of the fingers, and put it in his pocket.
* * *
The wind moaned and howled as it lashed its way through the broken structures of the West Market. A dim light shone through a crack in a wall, breaking through the darkness, giving life to a small building.
Inside, a masked Nucrean Elite leaned casually against a cement wall, while another Elite stood facing outward, gun ready, and guarded the only door in the room. Two small work lights, hanging from the ceiling, cast shadows and illuminated the dust that saturated the air.
A Runner stared at the symbols littering the bone pendant that hung from Kurth�s neck. He wasn�t tied down, but the young scavenger was motionless in his chair. Kurth had that effect on people, especially when they were being questioned. The man was dirty and carried a stench of poor hygiene and treason.
�Where does the information for each contract come from?� Kurth asked, staring closely at the man.
�The bosses put the contract information out and decide who runs it, or they just issue an open contract.�
Kurth closed his eyes and suppressed growing irritation, knowing his questions needed to be more specific.
�I am aware of how your process works. Where do the Market Bosses get their information?�
�Don�t know that.�
�So you have no idea? You simply just go out there and bring back whatever it is the �bosses� ask for.�
�Well, sometimes what�s in the contract ain�t there, but if you bring back something useful you get paid. Look. I ain�t supposed to be talking to you at all about what we do. I just heard you were paying for information about runners.�
�Forgive me for straying,� Kurth said, barely holding back his disgust. Kurth set a holodisk on the table, activated an area grid, and zoomed in. �Does this area look like a recent contract location?�
The runner leaned forward, squinting as he looked over the map, then sat back.
�Yeah we have our own maps though,� he said realizing he should have left that information out.
�Who took the contract?�
With that question, the runner became uneasy. He knew the area on the map was too far out for most runners and that there were only a few that would have taken that contract. Five thousand credits was enough to forget about being a traitor in general, but talking about Ripp or Tooth was different. In any normal situation, this would be where the line was drawn and you would shut your mouth regardless of any consequences.
�When do I get paid?�
�Well, I am paying for information. So whenever you actually give me information.� Kurth�s irritation was becoming more obvious.
�Alright.�
The Runner, sweating now, slowly pulled out his own holodisk and activated it. The maps were similar, but there was much more information on the Runner�s map. His display included temperatures, wind readings, elevation, and radiation levels. The display also labeled areas as blocked or green. These colors and areas all showed contracts and which ones were open, who was assigned to each, who was in the area and who wasn�t yet. It also showed Runners who were traveling to or from the markers. Kurth was rarely impressed, but he wanted that holodisk.
The Runner scrolled past blacked-out areas, and, comparing the map that Kurth had with his own, located the same area. He entered a command and Ripp�s name came up with information about the area.
�That�s who you�re looking for,� he said as if he had just confessed to killing his own mother.
Kurth zoomed in on the contract and Ripp�s profile came up. �Who is Ripp?�
�You don�t know much, do you?�
The Runner foolishly snickered at Kurth�s ignorance, and then caught himself as he saw the malice growing in Kurth�s expression.
�What I mean is, you don�t know much about Nun and his pet and the world out there, that�s what I meant. No disrespect.� He knew that he might have crossed a line he couldn�t uncross with Kurth.
Kurth stared at the man. �Pretty arrogant for someone surrounded by guns. I respect that. You�re right though, my world is different and I don�t know much about yours. Here in this room is my world though, and this is the only one that matters right now.�
�Ripp,� the Runner blurted out attempting to change the feeling of the room.
�Nun gave the contract to Ripp. He was there alone. He is the only one that will go out that far. He�s Nun�s pet. That�s who you are looking for. That�s who Ripp is, and judging by your interest he must have done something pretty bad.�
�Show me where his next contract is.�
�Can�t see it until it�s been issued. Never takes long though. Usually has a new one every couple of days. I gave you what you needed, Sir.� The Runner looked around the room. �That�s all I can tell you, can I be paid now?�
Kurth walked over to him and put his arm around his nervous shoulders. �I think so. You�ve been very helpful.�
Kurth stood up and put his hands in his pockets.
�Sim?�
�Sir?� Sim acknowledged with a smile.
�Please pay the man.�
�Th�thank you sir. Thank you,� the runner said with a huge sigh of relief.
The Runner turned back to the table remembering to grab his holodisk.
The gunshot shook the small room. Blood and brain matter painted the table and the wall as the Runner�s body hit the ground.
Kurth holstered his pistol and wiggled a finger in his ear as he squinted, trying to stop the ringing. As he reached for the Runner�s holodisk the display started to short and the device self-destructed.
He looked at the body and then at the fried holodisk and laughed as he realized that the self-destruction was triggered with the end of the Runner�s vitals.
�Well, shit, that was clever.�
Kurth blew out a sigh.
�This Ripp is our guy. I want the right team on him now. Have them follow him out on his next job. Make it look like he was overtaken by Fringers or something believable, and if it�s far enough outside the city, I don�t care how it happens.�
�Sir!�
Kurth and his team walked out of the abandoned building and into a broken street that lead towards Nucrea. The West Market was darker than ever.



Fifteen

Tooth�s shanty was a landfill in its own right. Weapons, working and not, piles of junk and items he had brought back from the Fringe were piled in every corner. The floor was covered with pieces of electronics and machinery leaving a maze of narrow walkways around the rooms.
Tear�s ran down Puck�s face, reflecting light from the red Freetown sign that blinked just outside the window. He looked at the white glow of Nucrea, wishing he were there, but that was there. The crack of a belt, followed by excruciating pain along his back, was Puck�s world right now.
The silhouette of a livid, frothing Tooth pulled the belt back and brought it down again on his son.
�You thure it wath Ripp�th Lilly?�
Puck reluctantly nodded that it was Lilly. He braced, expecting the next lash, but nothing came. He let out a sigh of relief and relaxed just as the belt flew through the air.



Sixteen

�We all have agreed that this place is where we will make our home. There are dangers in what we have been calling the Fringe, but there are many more dangers in the city; collapsing buildings, fires, explosions, and above all, desperation. Tonight, we have seen a mother pull away from her crying child and disappear into the dark. It truly is every man, woman, and child for themselves. We are a small group. We know we need each other and we need the wall built. Mostly to keep dangers out, but some of us feel we also need it to keep so many things in.�
-Journal of the Unknown-

Just after the Fissure, the original wall, built by the first survivors from scrap metal and anything close by, barely enclosed a single block. Now a thirty-foot wall of metal and cement secured twenty square miles of Nucrea. Although miniature in comparison, securing that original five hundred by three hundred foot area was the costliest construction project in the history of man.
At the only opening of the original wall, there was an old rusted light pole with two street signs, faded and worn, but still legible. One read Hayden BR and the other Marcola.
Before the Fissure, this area was a quiet suburb. It later became the first stronghold of the survivors, and now, over a century later, it was the center of controlled chaos, Nun�s chaos. This was Nucrea�s East Port.
If you were a Runner, and were heading into the Fringe, no matter who your boss was, you used the East Port. Between the East Market that was just around the corner and the runner specific merchants, everything you could possible need or want for a journey into the Fringe was for sale or barter.
Runners mingled, filling the air with over-exaggerated stories of their adventures, auctioneers babbled, and Nun�s supervisor, Marcella, barked orders that echoed throughout the port. Workers unloaded piles of building materials, and stacked plants and animals into de-radiation containers. Weapons and every form of technology were handed over to Nun. The other commerce barons didn�t like this, but the Council required a report of what was coming in and Nun was appointed to oversee all operations.
Lilly sulked in the middle seat of a heavy four-door transport, while a sweat-covered Gus loaded it with bags and gear.
�I can�t believe you guys are going without me.� Lilly shook her head while she yanked violently on a Chinese finger trap toy.
�Sorry, kid. Bean�ll keep you entertained at least. Maybe she�ll take you to the pits tomorrow.�
Gus stopped loading the gear to wipe sweat from his forehead.
�Yay, the pits. Just what I wanted. A bunch of disgusting people yelling and puking and grabbing at me.�
�Oh hell, always so morbid,� Gus said, impressed with himself for using the word.
Lilly looked sideways at him. �I don�t think that�s what that means.�
�Whatever, we�ll be back in two days if we don�t die.�
Lilly gave up on the finger toy and shoved it in her shirt pocket.
Gus leaned in and handed her a credit drive. �Here.�
�I have my own money. Thanks though.�
Gus laughed. �Honey, I know. It ain�t for you. If you do end up at the pits just put all of that on Scratches. Good odds and he don�t ever let down for nothin�.�
Lilly took the credit drive with more attitude than necessary.
�Scratches, remember!�
�Got it.�
Gus finished loading the last two bags. He took another deep breath and looked at Lilly, who was scrolling through her Pigeon�s feed.
�Look, Ripp just cares about you. I care about you, and he�s just worried that you aren�t ready. If you aren�t ready out there, you die. Can�t blame him for not wanting you to die, you know?�
Lilly kept scrolling but could feel Gus still looking at her.
�I made a mistake, Gus. It won�t happen again. I�m ready and you know that.�
�I know that Lil�, but Ripp doesn�t, and that�s what matters. Just enjoy a break for a couple of days. Hell, I would!�
�Yeah, thanks Gus,� Lilly said looking up at him.
�Everything will be back to normal. He just needs to go shoot some Fringers.�
�Yeah. Seriously, though? Bean? Why couldn�t I just stay with Johnny?�
�Pretty sure you know the answer to that yourself,� Gus said, as he thought about Johnny.
�She�s crazy, Gus, and not in a funny way, and the smell�that awful smell, I can�t take it.� Lilly said as she made a sour face and cowered into the corner.
Gus made a sour face of his own. �Like Fringer hole. I know.�
They both laughed and Gus gagged a little after really thinking about what he said.
�Bean�s been good to all of us. Just keep a stunner handy if she tries to start a fire, and don�t talk about the rebels,� Gus added, thinking about the last time all of that happened.
Lilly laughed.
Gus hit the seat with a friendly slap. �Gonna miss ya Lil!�
�I�ll miss you too, Gus. Until the morning.�
Gus leaned in and gave her a big sweaty hug that she didn�t seem to mind. �Until the morning,� Gus whispered back knowing that she didn�t understand the weight of what that phrase really meant.
Ripp came out of Nun�s main office with the coveted contract box, and leaned in the transport doorway.
�We need to get outta here,� he said.
�Ready,� Gus said as he headed around the back of the transport to make his final inspection.
�We�ll be back in two days.�
Ripp stood there thinking of what else he could say as Lilly chewed her bottom lip.
�Maybe we�� he started.
�How do, Ripp?� Bean bellowed startling Ripp.
�She�s so loud,� Lilly added, Ripp sharing the same irritation.
Bean was heavy set in a freakishly strong way. Her dark hair was thick and matted. Her shirt was too big for her, but matched her baggy pants.
�Alright,� Lilly said as she grabbed her bag and slid off the seat and out of the transport. �Hi, Bean.�
Bean pushed past Ripp to the door and grabbed one of the bags that Gus had just loaded.
�That one stays,� Ripp said patiently.
�Kay,� Bean said as she tossed the bag in and grabbed the other one.
�That one stays too. Every�Everything stays. Lilly has what she needs in her bag. Everything else just, stays.�
�Alrighty, stuff stays, okay, you,� she sung poking Ripp in the chest. �You ready Lil Lilly?� Bean turned back around, leaned in and grabbed a small bag off the seat where Lilly had been.
Ripp grabbed the handle at the same time. He wasn�t sure if she was doing it on purpose or if she was having one of her moments. They both pulled back and forth a few times, but Ripp was able to get it free.
�Stop, Bean.�
She pretended to be offended and stared at him with narrowed eyes. �Got it,� she said.
�Be back in two days, tops. Thanks again Bean, we owe you!� Ripp said, anxious to leave.
�Anything for you guys! I would run around fighting city guard, hand to hand with nothin� but my skin on if you needed me to. That�s the truth.�
Gus came around the back of the transport and nodded that he believed Bean would do exactly that.
�No need for that,� Ripp happily added as he patted Bean on the shoulder.
Lilly headed over to Bean�s makeshift version of a rickshaw, which was a mashup of an old bike and a golf-cart frame. She tossed her bag in and hopped up, and waved to Gus who was dramatically waving back.
�Later Bean! Thanks for saying hi to me,� Gus said, pretending to be offended.
�You�re welcome, Gus,� she said without turning around.
Gus got in and closed the door. Ripp settled and activated his holo-map, checking the weather and route.
�She�s a piece of work, that one,� Gus said to a half listening Ripp.
�Miracle for sure. You get a chance to set those echo charges on the back?�
�Yup. Think we�ll need em though?� Gus asked.
�Not sure, but the whole thing yesterday, with the soldiers was weird.�
�Well, they�re ready to go in case anyone else wants to tag along.� Gus put the transport in reverse and started to back up when a huge bang forced him to slam on the breaks. �The hell?�
Ripp closed his holo-map, looked at the monitors and saw that there was someone standing next to them. Eyes closed, he let out a long, frustrated sigh as his intuition told him who it was.
Gus looked through the small window to see what caused it, and caught a glimpse of a grinning Bean trying to say something. She came right to Gus�s window and tapped on it. Gus was able to lock the door just as she tried to open it.
�I�m not letting her in.�
Ripp just smiled to himself as he went back to checking the information from the contract.
Bean tapped the window again and tried to open the door one more time. Gus mouthed a huge �what� at her.
She was confused at why the door wasn�t opening, so she got right next to the small window and screamed.
There was still no way of hearing her clearly but Gus waved and smiled. That seemed to do the job as she put her hands together in a praying manner and stepped away.
�You done flirting?� Ripp teased.
�Seriously?� Gus shot back.
Ripp smiled.
Gus started to reverse again just as an alarm went off alerting them that someone was standing in their path.
�She isn�t moving,� Gus said, with growing irritation.
�Just run her over.�
�She really is an idiot, but I couldn�t do that.�
Gus reversed slowly, and then inched forward, then backward, then forward and backward again trying to get a wide enough gap to escape the torturous predicament.
�I�m losing it,� Gus cried.
�Told you to just run her over.�
�Stop saying that, �cuz I�m gonna do it.�
Just as Gus was about to push on the accelerator, Bean moved to the left enough for Gus to have his opening. They were finally free.
Bean came into view as they pulled away. Gus tried to remind himself of all the help she had given the three of them over the years, and felt horrible at the thought of how close he was to running her over.
Lilly watched the whole scene play out from Bean�s rickshaw and couldn�t stop laughing. There was finally a gap between Bean and the metal wall, and Gus took it.
The transport disappeared into the rust colored dust clouds that always hung out just outside the East Port�s gate. It was like a portal into another dimension, leading to a violent, cold, unpredictable world that Lilly longed to be in.
Bean came charging over and hopped on the bike part of the rickshaw. �Love those two,� Bean said with a confusing sadness in her voice. �Okay, now. Let�s be on our way.�
�Can�t wait.�
�I�m hungry, how about you?�
Lilly knew what was coming next and followed along silently with her mouth as she rolled her eyes.
�I know a good place. Best dog in Nucrea.�
She said the same thing every time they were together. Bean burst out in laughter as the rickshaw jerked forward. Lilly�s face twisted as her courtesy laugh was cut short. She desperately grabbed for her bandana and quickly covered her nose and mouth as air rushed over Bean�s body and gathered inside the rickshaw�s cab. The malodorous wind swirled, and tossed Lilly�s hair, reminding her that she would be directly behind Bean for the duration of the ride.



Seventeen

William checked the fiber-optic connections and compared readings on the displays. Satisfied, he unplugged them. The displays flickered, but remained connected. Vitals, brain activity, and a seemingly endless display of numbers and DNA strands filled the screens.
The man on the chair was unconscious this time. There was no need to create the same diversion he had with Amon. Yeong had caught on to the attempts to delay the project and had given him an ultimatum that he couldn�t ignore. He had to make it work, at least until the Catalyst could find another way to get his family safe.
William set a tablet on the small white table and activated a 3D hologram of a DNA strand. He studied it for a moment, took some notes, then typed in a command on a virtual keyboard. The DNA strand separated and a second appeared. He manipulated the first and combined it with the second, then immediately shut down the hologram display as if it had been some horrible scene of carnage.
It was too late to be a martyr. He was now responsible for the enslavement of the last people on earth. The beep of the keypad shook him from his self-loathing.
A soldier, whose face was completely covered with a tactical mask, opened the sliding door. He looked quickly down the hall and stepped inside the chamber.
William relaxed when the soldier pulled a small piece of folded paper from a pocket on his vest and handed it to him. He quickly read it, pulled a small piece of paper from his own uniform and gave both of them to the soldier.
�Make sure she gets this today,� William pleaded.
�I will.�
�Please, it has to be today.�
The soldier turned to leave then paused. �William?�
�Yeah?�
�We�ll get you out,� the soldier whispered.
William nodded.
�Just make sure you keep your end of the deal,� the soldier added.
William stared into nothing as the door closed. He didn�t know how to feel. He thought that his life and his family�s would be a fair trade for humanity�s future, but he couldn�t help but feel hope that the plan would still work. For now, it was done, the data and equipment worked, and Yeong had his neural implants. There was only one chance to stop all of this. It was a long shot, but something had to be done.



Eighteen

Gus navigated the heavy transport along the broken highways of the Fringe with ease. His nervous attention to every detail of the terrain and the worry of everything that could go wrong usually made for as smooth a ride as possible.
Lights on one of the launchers Gus had mounted before they left lit up as a burst of air drove one of the sensors into the ground. The monitors in the cab flickered, then pinged, displaying movement three hundred yards behind them.
�You called it,� Gus said as he hit Ripp in the arm.
�I think we should stop by the �ol waterpark.�
Gus looked over at Ripp.
�My thoughts exactly.�
�How far do you think it is?�
�Up ahead. You think it�s another runner?�
�No. Whoever it is, I�m sure it has something to do with those soldiers from the other day.�
After a couple of miles, Gus turned off the main road and passed by a faded sign that read, North Clackamas Water Park.
* * *
Four Nucrean soldiers were crammed inside a transport. They all fell into each other as the vehicle hit a big pothole.
�Shit, private! Those dark spots on the grid are holes,� the captain said as he maneuvered back into his seat. �So avoid them.�
�Sorry, Sir.�
�Private Allen tries to hit as many holes as he can sir,� Private Gray said.
The group laughed.
Allen looked down at the grid and saw that Ripp and Gus had changed direction. �Cap. Targets changed direction. Headed east, north-east. Orders?�
�Well, soldier, follow them.�
�Sir.�
The captain noticed the tension and anxiety building in the young soldier, and remembered his first time in the Fringe.
�Take a deep breath and relax. Just keep following, go where they go, and stop when they stop. Just not right next to them. Copy?�
�Sir,� Allen said with renewed confidence.
�And Private?�
�Sir?�
�Watch the holes,� the captain said with a smile.
�Sir.�
Private Gray sat back in his seat and looked over at Corporal Alvarez, who was staring out of the small window in the rear door.
Alvarez had been out in the Fringe a handful of times with his father, but never this far. He watched the terrain change from a smooth level road with barren tundra on either side to a cityscape of destruction.
�Doesn�t feel right.�
�The Fringe never feels right, Corporal,� said the captain with a reassuring tone.
Alvarez saw old transports that were piles of rusted metal and shredded fiberglass. Most buildings had been reduced to rubble, but there were a few scattered that held their frames. Surprisingly, a couple of buildings looked intact. Those were the vaults of the Runners. Alvarez wanted to be a Runner before he joined the Nucrean Guard. He still dreamed of what it would be like to walk around the floors of one of these buildings, stepping through a portal into another time.
Private Gray noticed the trance Alvarez was in and looked out his own window to see what he was looking at.
�They�re slowing down. Keep your distance, Private.� The captain swiveled the display around to his side and zoomed in on an incomplete model of the area. He watched Ripp and Gus�s tracer as it navigated through the destruction effortlessly, and tried to ignore the growing warning inside his gut.
He convinced himself that there was nothing to worry about. Their orders were simple, eliminate the runners by any means. His men were well trained, and two unsuspecting runners, focused on the dangers of the Fringe, shouldn�t be a problem.
* * *
�We should shoot up now, while we have a head start.�
�Didn�t you shoot up before we left port?�
�Never be too careful,� Ripp said with a smile.
�Now, I�m just saying this because I care, but I think you have a problem, Ripp.�
�Not a radiation problem,� Ripp said.
Gus wasn�t used to Ripp justifying the overuse of the radiation stims. Usually he would just ignore the prods, but justifying it, even in joking, verified the suspicion Gus had.
�You should talk. Can�t be worse than living on Johnny�s liquor,� Ripp said defensively.
As much as Gus wanted to address the issue, he knew he couldn�t argue with that. A click and hiss echoed through the transport as they both injected their necks with a bright liquid from small metal vials.
Gus pulled off the main road and onto a narrow one that was bordered by rows of barren cement terraces. In front of them, filling the horizon, was the monstrous waterpark.
The fifteen-acre spaghetti bowl of waterslides, tide pools and splash pads remained intact after the Fissure. Dried out dust-filled pools surrounded an enormous building. In some of the pools there were large sections of slides missing, but huge, rusted, jagged metal frames of playgrounds remained.
Gus slowed and parked in one of the shallow pools next to the main building. Filling the four-story building were more tubes, slides, and play areas. Shining from under many of the slides was a faint white glow that gently cut through the rusted orange fog of the Fringe.
Growing in the dust, under the canopy of rusted slides, were thousands of white, luminescent lilies. No one could explain how these flowers survived or what made them glow. In certain areas, Runners would find them in small groupings, maybe four or five at a time, but here there were thousands.
�Let�s do this quick,� Ripp said.
They moved to the back of the transport and Ripp typed in the code on a panel. The cargo bay opened. Inside, there were a dozen different tech tools and gear strapped to the walls along with two large cases bolted to the floor.
Gus helped Ripp put on a full view rad-helmet. The air filter and oxygen tank were on the backside of it. The front was a solid glass shield. Ripp looked down at his Pigeon and saw that the transport that had been following them was only a half-mile away.
�We gotta hurry,� Ripp said.
Ripp latched his helmet in place and turned the glow light on. After Ripp helped him with his helmet, Gus turned on his two-way radio and motioned for Ripp to do the same.
�You think they know that we know they�re following us?� Gus asked.
�No, they would have come at us right when we stopped. They�re still hanging back.�
Ripp grabbed a submachine gun from one of the cases and threw the strap around his shoulder. Gus grabbed his signature semi-auto shotgun with the shortened barrel and holstered a large revolver. He took a rectangular locking mechanism off the wall and put it in his pack.
�I have an idea,� Gus said as he put a small canister of oil in his pack. He slung the bag around his shoulder, hefted the shotgun and put a hand on the side door of the transport.
�Ready?� he asked and turned to find a definitely ready Ripp, who motioned impatiently for Gus to open the door.
The door flew open. A rush of dust and thick orange-hued air bellowed into the transport as Gus and Ripp hopped out. They ran to a broken wall on the side of the main building. The open part of the wall led to a set of stairs leading down below the lobby floor. The stairwell was dark and damp but the luminescent flowers growing in the corners gave enough light to see the steps.
They slowed as they came to the bottom of the stairs and stopped at an iron gate. Black water filled both sides of a cement walkway that ran under the gate and continued down a dark corridor. Short, faint moans and banging gently echoed from an opening near the end of the hallway.
Gus and Ripp turned down the lights in their helmets.
�Ready?� Ripp asked.
* * *
The captain pointed to where Ripp and Gus�s transport had stopped just outside the main building. �Hold up.�
Private Allen slammed on the breaks throwing everyone forward, and making the captain drop the holo-map he was holding.
�Geesh Allen,� Gray said, hitting him on the side of the head.
�Sorry, Sir.�
�It�s fine, just get your head right,� said the captain calmly as he grabbed the holo-map from the floor. �Hats on, guys.� He pointed at a broken section of one of the slides that had fallen and was laying on its side. �Private, pull up just left of the big tube there. That should be out of their line of sight if they happen to come back out before we are set.�
�What�s with the glow?� Private Gray asked, pointing at the white aura underneath the structures.
�I see it, too,� Allen replied with anxiety in his voice.
�They�re flowers,� Alvarez answered with an unexpected reverence.
The captain and the group all looked at Alvarez.
�Flowers in the Fringe?� Gray asked.
Allen eased into the accelerator and headed to the fallen slide piece.
�They grow out here. Usually in small patches,� Alvarez answered, remembering what his dad told him.
�Can�t worry about flowers right now, boys. You can pick some for your lady friends or for each other if you want when we�re done,� the Captain said, trying to get them to focus.
The captain, Gray and Alvarez quickly geared up and were ready as Allen brought the transport to an overly cautious stop.
�Alvarez on point, Allen you�re on six.� The captain checked his rifle and tucked a small walnut-sized Skynut drone into one of his vest pouches. Alvarez and Gray checked their rifles while Allen secured his helmet and pulled his pistol from a holster on the door.
The Captain looked around checking his team and saw that they were ready.
�Let�s move.�
The bright lights in the transport faded into a deep red glow as the doors opened. They all exited and quickly formed a fire-team line at the edge of the eight-foot-tall broken section of the water slide. Alvarez motioned for them to advance. They moved smoothly across the empty wading pool and after checking the other transport, and finding it locked, moved quickly to the broken wall. They stopped at the lobby, and as they were checking the corners of the room, they heard a faint banging coming from downstairs.
Alvarez looked around, quickly pointed down the stairwell and advanced with the rest of the team following closely behind. They made their way down the stairs and came to a long hallway. The banging started again, and this time it was much louder. Alvarez motioned for the team to hold, and after the banging stopped, proceeded down the corridor.
Alvarez slowly scanned the hallway with his gun-light. A system of pipes on the ceiling ran the length of the hall and then disappeared into the wall. Alvarez used his light to show everyone the black water on both sides of the cement walkway that also ran down the corridor. The walkway was narrow, and a couple of sections seemed to disappear in the water, but it was solid.
They came to the iron gate. Alvarez checked for trip wires or traps and signaled to the rest of the team that it was clear. As they moved forward, a faint light came from a hole in the wall near the end of the hallway. Alvarez pointed to it and signaled for direction from the captain, who reached in his pocket and pulled out a small drone with Skynut painted on the side. He entered a sequence into the monitor on his wrist, and the drone unfolded. After he gently tossed it up, the drone fell a couple of inches then stabilized as the propellers gripped the air. He pointed at the small drone, then pointed down the hall. Immediately, the drone turned and made its way to the open section at the end of the hall.
The captain looked down at a small monitor and saw shadows overlapping and mixing with each other.
�Gotta be some kind of hideout for the renegades. Must be dozens,� the captain whispered in the coms. �I�ll take lead now, Alvarez.�
The captain moved forward, rifle ready, and walked out onto the concrete walkway. He crouched, and then motioned for his team to follow. They moved through the doorway, slowly approaching the hole in the wall. The Captain motioned to hold as he moved right next to the drone. He pointed at it then pointed to the hole.
The drone flew through the opening and stopped at the end of a tunnel that led to a huge underground cavern. Hundreds of yellow lights embedded in the walls illuminated a vast underground community. Fringers dotted every landing, every nook, and every path. There were hundreds of them. The Skynut drone tried to focus, but light was too low for a detailed view.
�Too many to take on,� the captain whispered into the coms. �We need to head back. We know the location now.�
The captain looked down at his monitor and saw half of a mutated face staring blankly at the drone. �Quietly, back to the transport NOW,� he said louder this time, motioning repeatedly for the soldiers to go.
�What�s going on Cap?� Gray asked quietly.
�Just move,� he replied.
�Move, move, move,� the captain whispered.
�Fringers,� Alvarez said clearly for everyone to hear.
Just as the team turned around and headed back, the door slammed shut making a monstrous sound that shook the walls.
�What the hell, rookie!� Gray said, before noticing that Allen was nowhere near the door. Realizing that it hadn�t been any of them, they all flashed a light at the doorway and saw the newly added lockbox and the dim silhouette of a soaking wet Gus and Ripp rushing up the stairs.
�Get that door open,� the captain barked, as he turned around. He saw a group of shadows running right at them.
The muzzle flash of the captain�s rifle illuminated the broken hallway, showing the horrible state of the feral humans. Their faces were patchworks of sores and bruises. Their eyes were bright yellow and seemed larger than they should have been. Some open wounds and sores oozed with infection. Their tattered clothing seemed irrelevant.
The soldiers� gunfire echoed and shook the hallway. One Fringer fell, then another, and then another as Alvarez and Gray joined the captain in firing on the group.
�How�s that lock coming?� the captain yelled.
�We don�t have cutting tools,� Allen replied.
�Shoot it!�
Allen leaned at an angle to avoid a direct ricochet. His pistol fired but didn�t make a scratch.
�Bulletproof.�
�Keep trying!�
�More!� Alvarez screamed.
The growing Fringer group barreling through the opening now blacked out the light from the broken hallway. The muzzle flashes strobed through the pitch-black corridor, making it look like an old movie.
�Changing.�
The Fringer group was thinning, but there seemed to be more shadows spilling out of the opening in the wall. The captain pulled his grenade off his vest, activated it and tossed it as close to the opening as he could. Gray and Alvarez continued to mow down the Fringers until the explosion.
Boom!
Debris, blood and Fringer parts flew in every direction. Other than a couple of disoriented Fringers that made easy targets, the horde was down.
His team shot the remaining stragglers. He had hoped that the blast would have closed off the opening to the tunnel, but it hadn�t.
�You guys good?�
A collective �good�, sounded muffled and inhuman, but was reassuring.
Gray tossed his rifle to Allen, who immediately began hammering the box with the butt of the gun. The box loosened a bit, but held firm. He used the barrel of the gun as a lever to try to free it, but it wasn�t coming off.
Air rushed down the corridor. The floors and walls shook as a rumble grew to a roar. The light in the hallway went dark.
�More!�
The bullets hit their marks, but the group was much bigger this time and no matter how many they shot, the horde was still coming.
�How�s that door coming?� Alvarez asked this time.
�Not coming,� Allen replied.
Gray quickly drew his pistol as his last magazine emptied. The captain was out of his last magazine and resorted to his pistol as well.
Alvarez stopped shooting. He looked back at Allen who was still hammering away at the lockbox, and felt bad for the kid. This wasn�t the way to go. He unhooked his grenade, pulled the pin, and ran into the horde.
�NO!� the captain yelled.
Alvarez dove into the shadows. The explosion was too close. A flying Fringer body hit the captain, and pinned him to the floor. Allen was thrown hard against the door knocking him unconscious.
Gray was in the front of the team and absorbed the main part of the blast. His armor was ripped from his arms and legs. One hand was missing. His helmet had been shattered, leaving shards of glass embedded into his face. It was a quick death for him.
Everything was dark. The gun lights and headlamps had all shattered. Allen could hear the rumble of Fringers making their way to the corridor. Moving was excruciating, as he felt around for his pistol. He couldn�t locate it. He felt his knife still in its sheath, but couldn�t seem to get a solid grip on the handle. His hands wouldn�t work.
He heard a grunt, followed by a scraping, then a splash, then another grunt, followed by another splash. Something was picking up the bodies and was tossing them into the water that ran alongside the walkway. He could only imagine what was able to do that with such ease. The splashes got closer and closer as his vision started to adjust to the darkness. He could make out a huge silhouette against the faint light coming from the broken wall at the end of the corridor. He looked up at the locking mechanism, reached up slowly and pushed against it.
His heart sank as he felt that the locking box was still very much attached. He looked back to the monstrous shadow relentlessly making its way through the mass of bodies. There was nowhere to run and his knife wouldn�t be enough to stop whatever it was that was coming, but he pulled it from its sheath anyway.
The shadow paused. Heavy breathing filled the corridor. Allen didn�t know if it belonged to him or the monstrous shadow coming towards him.
Allen�s head fell and hit the ground hard. The ringing started again and a bright empty light filled his eyes. He felt the cement below him begin to tear his gear as he was dragged toward the end of the corridor. Through his cracked helmet visor, he could make out a hunched mass of muscle charging with a sideways gate right to the lighted hole dragging him effortlessly like a weightless doll. He tried to reach the massive hand that was crushing his ankle, but he was immediately yanked forward, causing him to fall back hitting his head again.
A low rumble of chanting thundered in the air, as he was pulled closer to the hole. Something sharp cut through his gear and ripped into his side. His scream seemed to intensify the chanting.
He could feel his armor filling with blood. His vision blurred and he could no longer struggle against the Fringer�s grip. He lay back, ignoring the jostling and banging of his helmet against the ground, and focused on the small hypnotizing lights passing above him.
There was an enormous cavern filled with layers of uneven makeshift shanties that littered the walls and created multiple levels. Fringers of all ages and sizes dotted as far as he could see.
�Children,� he said to himself.
He didn�t want to believe it, but it made sense. They had managed to survive for generations underground. He imagined people running to the basement after the Fissure, seeking refuge, and stumbling across this cavern. Considering the primal state of the cavern�s citizens, the lights and shanties had to be a contribution of generations long past.
The Fringer tossed him through the air. The cavern lights danced around him then disappeared into darkness as the spinning cavern came to a sudden and violent stop. He couldn�t see anything, but he could hear the chanting all around him. He was confused as sharp tugs and pulls on his body began, and then the horrible realization of being eaten crept into his mind, just as a large rock slammed down on his helmet.
* * *
Ripp gave a thumb�s up to an excited Gus, who was climbing in the driver�s seat of the soldier�s transport.
�Gunfire stopped,� Gus pointed out.
�Lasted longer than I thought it would,� Ripp replied.
�They were kind enough to leave the keys,� Gus said as he started the engine.
�It�s got a perpetual drive,� Gus yelled.
�That�s great, but you know you can�t drive it back into Nucrea, let alone sell it?�
�You let me worry about that. There�s a place I can store it, until I can break her down.�
�That�s all you, brother.�
�More credits for me,� Gus shot back.
�Now that all the fun is over, should we get back to work?�
Ripp checked the gauges and rerouted the navigation system.
�Lead on,� Gus said.
Ripp finished logging an environmental scan into the transport�s system, backed up and turned back down the narrow road, with Gus beaming in his new transport behind him.



Nineteen

The lights of Nucrea�s nightscape cast their blue and red hues into Yeong�s dark office. Yeong and Nun stood looking out at the city together.
�There are very few of the third generation left, but those who are will understand, and that is all that matters,� Yeong said.
Nun looked out onto the city with his hands in his pockets.
�Is it really all that bad?�
�The people do not remember the cost, and now they bite the hands that feed them.� Yeong turned away from the window and looked at Nun.
�You should have some windows facing east. You would see some who do remember,� Nun said as an intentional jab.
Yeong laughed a short, pretentious laugh.
�You of all people to lecture me on having more than others.�
Nun wanted to point out that he had built his own fortune as a Runner, while Yeong inherited his wealth through a lineage that caused the Fissure, but decided to keep those thoughts to himself.
Yeong moved to his desk and pulled out two cigars. He cut the end off one and handed it to Nun.
�Thank you,� Nun said as he held the cigar to his nose and relished the scent.
Yeong watched Nun admiring the cigar for a moment then offered him an electric lighter.
�What are you looking for in the Fringe?� Yeong asked.
Nun reverently lit the cigar.
�Trinkets here and there,� he said before taking a long draw and letting out a cloud of thick smoke.
�Let�s speak plainly with each other Alanon.�
Nun felt Yeong�s irritation at his deflection and noticed that he hadn�t cut or lit his own cigar.
�Anything I can sell or use,� he amended with more assertiveness. Nun didn�t like being tested or questioned. In fact, he hated it, and though their relationship went back five decades, Nun struggled to be in the same room as Yeong at times.
�I find it hard to believe there isn�t something that you aren�t specifically looking for.�
�I don�t believe you brought me here because you care about what junk I dig up. Speaking plainly, what do you want from me?�
Yeong looked him in the eyes and moved closer.
�I want to know what it is you want. Nucrea?� Yeong added.
�I want to survive,� Nun answered, finally knowing what Yeong was getting at. �I want Nucrea to survive, same as you,� he added.
�Similar perhaps, but not the same as me,� Yeong replied with less respect than he had been showing. �You want to control all of the markets, and you should. I, on the other hand, want to ensure that these people don�t destroy what we have saved because of ignorant freedoms.�
Nun looked at him with a devilish smile. �You are planning to overthrow the council aren�t you?�
Yeong pretended to be surprised at hearing it out loud. �Yes, as you must also see that we need to return balance to this city before we destroy ourselves completely.�
Nun made sure his cigar was out completely and reverently put both cigars it back into the box.
�Very much so; but personally, I feel pretty balanced at the moment.�
Yeong ignored Nun�s comment.
�The council will be overthrown. You will be given stewardship over all the markets and will also be given a seat in the new council.�
�You can skip the council part for me, but the markets I�ll take. You know, this all sounds wonderful, but also sounds like a mess, and wonderful messes are something I don�t take part in.�
Yeong walked over to the cigar box, slowly took Nun�s cigar out of the box and set it aside. �I just need you to ensure that the other market barons do not interfere. I give you my blessing to do whatever you feel necessary to ensure that. You will have access to whatever you might need outside of your own resources to accomplish this.�
Nun thought for a moment. He knew Yeong was a brilliant tactician, but he was not a liar. There was no reason for Yeong to mislead him.
�Access to your feeds is all,� Nun threw out, expecting hesitation.
�Done.�
Yeong pulled up his access portal on the holo-desk, swiped through a couple of screens, and held his face close to the table. After the scan was finished, he stepped aside, opened his hand, and motioned for Nun to approach.
�Hold your face above this screen,� Yeong said as he backed away.
The desk scanned Nun�s features.
�You will now be able to access the city�s feeds, assuming that you understand the need for secrecy.�
�Easy enough,� Nun said as he pulled his sleeve back and linked the feeds to his own Pigeon.
�Then we have an agreement?� Yeong asked as he walked to Nun with his arms out.
�We do. Until the morning,� Nun said as he embraced Yeong.
�Until the morning,� Yeong answered.



Twenty

The pits were a hodgepodge of poorly welded metal buildings, and gapped walls, serving as ventilation. Some came looking for a chance to step up in life. Although it was no more than a glorified dumpster, hundreds came daily for the excitement.
Some came to the pits because they wanted to feel rebellious for the first time in their lives. Some came just because they wanted to show that if they lost money it didn�t matter, but most of all, if you wanted to get something for nothing, the pits was were you went. It was also the only place in Nucrea where the illegal consumption of alcohol and chemical injections, for the most part, were overlooked.
Two huge men guarded the main entrance where all of these people waited in a line that stretched for a city block. Seeing the line, Bean excitedly grabbed Lilly�s hand.
�C�mon, hurry up,� Bean said childishly, pulling a reluctant Lilly behind her. �Oh, look at that line of people,� she said with growing excitement.
�Looks like they�re full tonight. We�ll have to try again,� Lilly said in hopes of breaking down some of Bean�s determination.
�We don�t have to wait in line Lil,� Bean said with the biggest smile. �Come on! What are you draggin� your feet for? It�ll be spectacular.�
�Can�t wait,� Lilly whispered to herself.
�Don�t have to wait. I told you,� Bean said as she looked at Lilly as if she wasn�t a very good listener.
�Not what I meant. Never mind,� Lilly surrendered.
Bean laughed at Lilly, then pulled her towards the front of the line where a man was trying to convince one of the bouncers to let him in. They both ignored his pleadings and motioned for him to get back in line.
�Busy night, T?� Bean asked with a pouty face, as if she was talking to a toddler.
�Ay, ma,� The bouncer replied.
�Good! Gotta feed you big boys.�
�Who�s the girl, Ma?�
�She�s with me, and don�t be gettin� any ideas, now,� She said with a damning scowl.
�Doesn�t look like she wants to be here.�
He realized he should have kept his observation to himself as the look on Bean�s face turned from proud momma to a look Lilly could only describe as building rage.
�You should know when to shut your mouth,� Bean said motioning for him to lean in closer to her.
The shamed behemoth leaned in slowly, and squeezed his eyes shut. Lilly jumped, as an unexpected loud, hard slap shot across his face.
�Sorry Ma, didn�t mean it like that,� he said as he straightened.
�You know better,� Bean said as she grabbed Lilly�s arm again and pulled her to the entrance.
The man that was trying to get into the pits earlier pointed and laughed until he got the bouncer�s attention.
�Funny?� the bouncer asked the man loudly as he walked over to him.
�Kinda,� the little man replied smiling at a group of barely dressed women.
�Ah.�
The bouncer looked at the young man that was obviously confused about how things worked at the pits, and smiled at the women, too.
Without warning, the bouncer smashed the man�s face with a heavy punch that sent him backwards into the wall. The bouncer calmly walked back as the man�s limp body slid down and slumped over to one side.
* * *
�Let�s go see the bookie,� Bean said, still holding on to Lilly�s arm.
Inside the pits, every social class in Nucrea; wealthy, destitute, privileged, desperate, drunk and sober crammed into every square foot of space. Smoke and undecipherable voices of all volumes filled the air.
That was the smell, Lilly thought to herself.
In the Pits, everything could be made into a bet, from whom would get the next council seat to whether it would rain in the next ten minutes or not.
There were many rooms with social areas and table games but the main attractions were the fighting pits. Anything that might put up a fight was thrown in with anything else that might fight back. Some match-ups were carefully planned out, but most of the patrons couldn�t afford those fights, so they settled on whatever came out.
One of the pit crowds cheered as a deformed rooster and some kind of crab were thrown into a pit together. The cheering soon faded as the rooster and crab just avoided each other. Luckily, these arenas were set up in anticipation for just such a thing. A man wearing a red vest raised his arms to calm the crowd and pulled a lever, making the walls of the cage push together.
The fights ended with a celebration by the winners and a short moment of gratitude from everyone as the losing, and sometimes winning, animals were taken to the cook and served, ensuring that nothing went to waste.
Serving girls pushed their way through perverted crowds as some gamblers cheered at their wins and others looked away groaning in all levels of pain at their losses.
�I think I see him!� Bean screamed over the noise of the pits.
It made sense to Lilly why Bean was so loud all of the time. She realized that she must just be used to talking over hundreds of people all screaming and cheering at the same time.
In front of them, a fight between a well-dressed man and a scantily clad woman broke out. Employees with red vests tried to break it up, just as wagers were being made about who would win. The woman punched him in the throat and took him down with a twist of her body. The crowd cheered as she sat on top of him and kept swinging. To Lilly, it looked like the man might have actually been enjoying it. Bean made a single burst of laughter and turned.
�Bookie!� Bean yelled as she pushed her way through another line of people.
A pale, hairless man stood calmly in the middle of a swarm of brightly layered folds of cloth. His face was kind and his smile seemed as though it was most likely permanent.
�Madam Bean,� the bookie said with a glow.
�How do, Bookie?�
�Very well, thank you,� he said as he bowed his head slightly. �What would you like to wager on tonight Madam Bean?�
Bean looked past him to a large board where scribbled names filled every square. She squinted and twisted her face as she thought deeply.
�The Hog for five hundred. Umm. And�Bo for a thousand.�
The fabrics quickly swirled around the bookie like a dust storm and came to a graceful stop. He held out a soft hairless hand, which gracefully took Bean�s credit files and then disappeared again into a whirlwind of color.
Lilly, hypnotized by the man�s robes, didn�t hear him the first time.
�And you, miss?� he repeated with kindness.
She reached into a pocket on her leg and presented the credits that Gus had given her.
�Not me thank you, but all of this on Scratches, for Gus.�
The bookie gave an enchanting smile.
�He�s been betting on that wonderfully mangy feline for over two years. Ninety lives that one has. Never wins but always pulls through somehow. Is he betting on survival or win Miss?�
Lilly thought about the difference and felt a surge of revenge fill her mind for being left behind.
�All on a win, please.�
The bookie gave her a look as though he had read her thoughts.
�Very well.�
The same soft hand shot out of the colored folds, took the credit files, and gracefully disappeared again.
�Nothing for you at all?� he asked with piercing eyes.
Bean was ready to move on and shuffled her feet in agitation.
�Oh, hell! Put down three thousand for her. And for a win.�
Bean didn�t blink at the amount, but Lilly wondered how she had so many credits.
�What are the odds for a win?� Bean asked for Lilly�s sake.
�Highest in the pits. Thirty to one,� he said with confidence.
�I know you are only here for the atmosphere, but the excitement can be fulfilling to even the most adventurous of souls,� he said to Lilly with a wink.
Lilly started to think he really could read her thoughts. She looked around at all of the drunk people yelling and falling over each other. She saw angry losers throwing their drinks on the ground, a serving girl who slapped a man that grabbed at her, and another woman that threw up in a corner.
He�s funny, she thought to herself.
�What pit?� Bean asked impatiently.
�Pit three, Madam Bean.�
�C�mon Lil�!�
Bean went to grab Lilly�s arm again but missed this time. With no thought of trying again Bean pushed past a group of people and charged over to a half empty pit with a large white �3� on the wall above it. Lilly looked at Bean and thought of how obnoxious she was.
�My name is Cornelius,� the bookie said with a smile.
�Lilly,� she replied, thinking of how silly his name sounded.
Cornelius the bookie narrowed his eyes at her for a moment. Not out of disbelief that her name was actually Lilly, but rather as if he were looking into her soul.
�Madam Bean has brought the hope of fortune and much needed entertainment to many people here in Nucrea. You are fortunate to have her favor, Miss Lilly.�
Lilly was now completely convinced he could read her thoughts, and felt bad about how she viewed Bean. She realized that she was too quick to judge her and for the first time realized how selfless she was.
He smiled at this and just as she was about to ask him how he could read her mind, he bowed and disappeared into the crowd.
Lilly made her way over to pit three and saw Bean just as she grabbed a bottle off a small table, chugged half of it, and put it back. Although the people sitting at the table saw what Bean did, they said nothing and surprisingly didn�t even seem to mind. Between the bookie and watching this, Lilly considered the possibility that she really did have Bean figured all wrong.
An uproar of approval filled the metal shanties as the crowd made way for two muscular men that carried metal boxes covered in holes to the pit. Bean jumped up and down and laughed a loud short choppy laugh.
�They�re here! It�s starting Lilly!� Bean yelled. �C�mon,� she added, waving Lilly over.
The two men carrying the boxes went to opposite sides of the fenced off pit. The boxes were placed in slots, one was opened, and a tall, sinewy, shorthair cat frantically clawed its way out. Lilly realized why they called him Scratches. There were scars from cuts and gashes all over its body. It cowered into a corner as the other box opened.
Scratches nervously looked around for a way out as a strong pointy-eared cat, twice the size of Scratches, sauntered out of the other box.
�Nowhere to go!� someone yelled, followed by laughter.
Lilly looked over at Bean who was standing motionless and white knuckled. She felt that Bean loved being in this environment, this was her home, her happiness. Lilly realized she wasn�t any different than Bean. This was Bean�s world just as Lilly�s world was out in the Fringe, and outside of their respective worlds, they didn�t belong. Lilly smiled and accepted the parallel.
The crowd yelled as both cats began to circle each other. Lilly looked closer and realized it was really the bigger cat chasing a terrified Scratches back and forth around the cage. The larger cat landed a well-placed claw that sent Scratches tumbling across the ring. Scratches let out an eerily humanlike scream. The crowd cheered as Scratches went on the offensive. Bean held a silent stare, focused and determined not to miss a single moment.
Lilly heard a notification on her Pigeon, but ignored it because of the fight.
Both cats separated again and continued their dance around the cage. All of a sudden, the bigger cat pounced on Scratches and bit hard on his neck. Somehow, Scratches was able to get free and claw back. Blood oozed from the bigger cat�s forehead, spilling into its eyes. The cat tried to rub the blood away but the bleeding didn�t stop.
A second notification forced her to check her Pigeon. Still paying attention to the fight, she pulled back her sleeve and glanced at her screen. Time slowed and the fight, along with the Pits entirely, disappeared as she read the message on the display. There below her ranking box in dark red, was a big, -2.
Her chest closed and knots pulled tight in her stomach. The �building up of rage� look Bean had shown earlier was mild compared to Lilly�s expression.
Her breathing deepened as she scrolled through messages.
Sucker Punch, Lost Score to Puck, Not a Ripp, thats 4 shore.

She stared at the comments on her feed, oblivious to the explosion in the crowd around her as Scratches had gone on the offensive and was ripping the bigger, blinded cat to shreds.
�Bull shit!� Lilly blurted out. She looked at Bean who was now frantically screaming in support of Scratches.
�I can�t be here right now,� Lilly said to herself as she scrolled through more comments. �This isn�t happening.�
She slowly pulled her sleeve over the Pigeon as if it were physically painful, and stared blankly at the fight as Scratches relentlessly tore at the other cat�s flesh.
She knew the only way to prove them wrong was to get back out into the Fringe.
She looked around and heard people laughing nearby, and knew they were laughing at her. She spun around and felt as though everyone in the pits was laughing at her and her failure in the Fringe. No, the whole city was laughing at her. Her mind raced as the walls and crowds spun around her.
In the midst of everything spinning out of control, directly under a light, staring at her was the Bookie. The bright colors of his garb, slashed through the murk of the pits and pulled her out of her downward spiral.
An overwhelming feeling that she wasn�t where she needed to be, and that there was so much more for her in this world, filled every part of her body.
She looked at a jumping screaming Bean, then looked back at the smiling Bookie who was still looking right at her, reading her thoughts again.
Lilly wondered if he knew what she was about to do. She waited to see if he would say something or give her any kind of look letting her know it wasn�t a good idea, but his smile grew even bigger as he disappeared into the crowd.
The crowd at pit number three stopped cheering. Then there was the familiar silence that accompanied a loss in the pits. This let her know that there wasn�t much time before Bean would notice she was gone.
Lilly checked to make sure Bean wasn�t watching, then headed for the side exit door.
�Gus won, Gus won!�
She heard Bean yelling to everyone within sight. Even the patrons that lost their bets tolerated her genuine happiness for someone else winning. She did have Bean figured all wrong, but she couldn�t stay with her.
Bean smiled the biggest smile she could as she turned to where Lilly had been, but Lilly wasn�t there. She scanned the pits and saw the Bookie looking her way. His look said everything she needed to know. Lilly was gone.
�Oh my,� Bean said in a small, quiet, completely uncharacteristic whisper.



Twenty-one

A small square-shaped transport jostled along a broken road in the middle of the night. The headlights barely shed enough light for the driver to see the road just in front of him.
A crooked and long-faded stop sign appeared and let the man know he was close. He let the transport crawl to a stop. The headlights, no longer illuminating the shattered road, now pointed into a giant black hole. Bodies in all stages of decomposition were piled at the bottom.
He got out and walked around the back of the transport, opened the back door, and pulled a body wrapped tightly in plastic to the ground. He gripped the leg and with some difficulty dragged the body over broken road and brick to the edge of the abyss, took a deep breath, and rolled the body into the darkness.
The sounds of the body rolling and coming to a sudden stop eerily echoed all around him. The man turned to get back into the transport but froze as a moaning sound crept out of the dark. He stood motionless, listening for anything else, but there was nothing. With a shaky hand, he grabbed a flashlight from a compartment in the door, walked back to the edge of the abyss, and listened.
Nothing.
He hesitated for a moment, but, gathering courage, turned the flashlight on and slowly aimed it down the slope of the crater. The man stood out in the pile of bodies. Mostly because of the plastic he was wrapped in, but also because the other bodies had settled into one another. The man�s mind was simply playing tricks on him. He focused the beam on the upper half of the body where one arm had come free from the plastic. He waited for the man to start coughing, screaming, something, but there was no movement, nothing. Only a dragon tattoo.



Twenty-two

Lilly stopped running as she reached the end of the dimly lit alley and looked behind her. Through every gap in the metal walls of the gambling pits an array of blue and yellow colors ebbed and flowed like an arc-grenade frozen in mid-ignition. Behind the pits, reaching into the sky, was the outline of Nucrea�s city center that illuminated the night with a bright blue glow.
She knew she didn�t have much time before Bean realized she was gone, but luckily, Nun�s place wasn�t very far. She turned to run, and charged right into a tall man that smelled like vinegar and old grease.
�Easy there,� the man said, followed by an eerily friendly laugh.
�Whuch ya� runnin� from Miss?�
Lilly felt the grip on her arm tighten. She twisted and wrenched herself free. She tried to move around him, but he quickly stepped in front of her. She backed up just as a younger, but equally disheveled man stepped out of the shadows.
She looked around to see if there was a third.
Only two of them.
�Aw, don�t go. We just want to talk.�
The other man that had come out of the shadows started to move behind her.
�Not a good idea,� Lilly replied with a confidence that caught the rancid man off guard.
He tilted his head, closed one eye, and looked her up and down.
�I think it�s a great idea,� added a rusted voice from the man trying to flank her.
Lilly moved to where she needed to be and stopped backing up. She needed to prove herself to everyone, and she wasn�t going to let two drunken bastards get in her way.
�There ya go. We just want to talk. What�s your name?�
Distraction.
�Not really in the mood for talking, but I have an idea,� she said in an innocently patronizing tone.
The rancid man laughed.
�Me, too,� he said.
Lilly held up her hand as he tried to move closer.
�Hold on a sec, big guy.�
He looked quizzically at his partner as she took out a walnut Skynut drone, and tossed it into the air.
�That�s cute,� mocked the younger man.
The rancid man straightened his posture as his face turned as sour as his stench.
�A pigeon cam isn�t going to help you,� he said as Lilly finished synchronizing the feed from the drone with her Pigeon.
Confidence.
�Let�s do this,� she said as she opened her arms as if she was going to give them both a hug.
The rancid man lunged at her, but Lilly was ready for him. She avoided his grab, swung under and up, elbowed him in the ear, and then kicked the back of his leg, forcing him down hard on one knee.
�You little bitch,� the younger man said.
Lilly looked up at the drone and smiled as the older man got back to his feet. She could have gotten away easily now, but she felt alive and wanted more.
Diversion.
The two men came at her from different angles. She made it look like she was focused on the older man, but as soon as they went in to grab her she dodged his attempt and with a combination of moves took the younger one to the ground hard. His face hit against the crumbled cement, breaking a front tooth and splitting his skin in several places.
The older man hit her in the back of the head, sending her rolling. She used her momentum to get her footing and countered with a sharp punch to his throat. The younger man got up, blood flowing from multiple cuts in his face, and pulled out a long knife from inside his coat. Even though she was turned towards the older man, Lilly heard the slide of metal on fabric.
The young man, knife drawn and furious, lunged at her. She hit his wrist and folded it hard against him, just like she had practiced with Ripp a million times. She grabbed the knife as it came loose, stabbed him once in the neck and again in the back part of the shoulder, then moved past him to engage the older man.
She dropped low, and drove the knife deep in the thick part of his upper leg. He hit her hard in the back, making her stumble and yell out in pain. She got her footing and turned to assess the threat. The old man winced as he put his weight on his leg. The younger man was lying unconscious in his blood.
One left.
�I�m gonna kill you now,� the man said quietly with complete conviction.
Finish.
He looked at his dying son, then, holding nothing back, rushed toward Lilly. She let him get close, and, in one instant, shoved the knife as far as she could up underneath his chin.
He did exactly what Ripp said these kind of people would do, he lost focus and let uncontrolled rage take over.
They both stumbled backward as the knife broke through the soft part under his chin and on through the bone protecting the top of his mouth.
He fell on top of her, but instead of fighting he stared, confused. She pushed him away and got to her feet, expecting a fight.
Nothing.
Disoriented, with the knife hilt jutting from under his chin, the man ignored Lilly, struggled to stand up, and hobbled in slow motion back toward the pits. She thought he would collapse but he kept going, silently.
Lilly held out a bloody hand as the Skynut landed. She put the little drone back in her pocket, waited for the file to finish and uploaded the video on her Pigeon.
She typed, �Just getting started�,� and then ran into the shadows.



Twenty-three

Ripp and Gus turned back onto the main road. They drove around a few piles of rubble at the intersection and headed north again. Gus stayed close behind in the Nucrean Guard transport as Ripp took the lead.
�Those soldiers keep getting younger,� Gus said through a crackling com.
�You�re just getting older,� Ripp shot back.
�Ha! I know they were coming after us to kill us but I still feel bad about it all.�
�Drinking at Johnny�s before a con makes you soft I think.�
�Probably,� Gus admitted thoughtfully.
�Luckily that didn�t take very long. Only about an hour or so from the depot.�
�Depot? As in the military depot we have picked clean already?� Gus asked with growing irritation.
�The very one.�
The comms went silent.
�Nun wants us to locate information,� Ripp added with a large dose of hesitancy.
Ripp looked at the monitors and saw that Gus had slammed on his breaks.
�Have fun. I�m heading back,� Gus said, obviously hurt.
�Whoa, c�mon.�
�You know I don�t do paper work! That�s why you wouldn�t tell me what the con was about isn�t it?�
�It�s not like that Gus. C�mon. Easy money.�
�I ain�t gonna risk my neck out here for some damned file. Not sure if you remember what happened last time we were out here, but I do. I�m good. Go on and find your files. I�m heading back.�
Gus turned his transport around, hiting a railing hard. �Hell! Who�s gettin� soft?� Gus shouted.
�Not much of a market for stolen Nucrean transports you know?�
�You let me worry about that.�
�Look, I�m sorry I didn�t tell you, but I need you, brother,� Ripp said.
�You know how I feel about these kind of runs. On your own Ripp.�
Gus finally got the transport turned around and headed south.
�I�m sorry. I should have told you. Just stay. We already know the area and it�s three times the normal fee.�
Ripp said the last part slow and loud waiting for it to set in, but there was nothing.
Ripp stopped his transport and waited. �Yes, Nun is paying us triple our fee.�
Still, there was nothing.
�Well?� Ripp said getting a little nervous that Gus was out of range.
�Gus?�
Ripp cursed to himself under his breath and put the transport in drive just as Gus flew by.
�Get outta the way, asshole,� Gus said.
�Thought you�d come around,� Ripp said as he smiled and followed.



Twenty-four

Nun�s compound was an old cracked cement and steel building, right in the middle of two other identically old cracked cement and steel buildings, south of the East Market. There were no windows and only one entrance, which always was heavily guarded.
Lilly charged right up to the two armored men that were guarding the door. Both the guards let go of their rifles for a moment, and without adjusting their gazes gave her high fives as she walked by.
She passed two more guards that were inside the door.
�Hey, Lil,� one of them said as she hit him on the arm.
She passed room after room of supplies, gear, and weapons of all kinds, skipped down a flight of stairs, and charged into a large empty room. On the other side of the room, there was a wide door where two heavily-armed guards stood. She recognized Jim, but hadn�t ever seen the other one before. As she reached for the handle the new guy stepped in front of her.
�Where do you think you�re going?� he said.
Lilly looked at him as if he had just eaten his own feces. �I need to talk to Nun and you�re in my way.�
�We don�t sell dolls here. Go away, little girl.�
Lilly looked over at Jim, who was trying hard not to laugh. �You been planning that one for a while haven�t you? Waiting around for the first girl you saw? So witty. Really, I�m impressed. Especially coming from a guy who can�t even close his pants up.�
Lilly looked down at his belt and pointed with her eyes. She bolted past him as he checked his zipper.
�Hey!�
Jim finally let out a laugh, as the other guard chased after her.
Inside the room, there were a handful of people looking at small arrangements of rare electrical devices. She recognized a member of the consulate that had paid Ripp and Gus to drive him around the Fringe for a day so he could be able to say he had been out there.
She spotted Nun talking with a hooded woman that looked very familiar. Normally she would never interrupt Nun, but she turned and saw the angry guard coming right for her.
�Nun.�
Nun looked up and saw Lilly and his guard coming right for her. Nun held out his hand.
�She�s okay.�
Nun turned to the woman who was keeping her face hidden.
�Excuse me for a moment,� Nun said graciously and walked over to Lilly.
�Sorry, boss,� the guard said, trying to catch his breath.
�She�s okay. Hello, Lilly. I wasn�t expecting you,� he said, irritated with the guard but not her.
�As in Ripp�s Lilly?� the guard asked.
�Yes. Lilly, moron, moron, Lilly. Now that you�ve been formally introduced you can go stand at your door again.�
�Sorry boss,� he said, and headed back to the door.
Nun closed his eyes and took a deep breath. �What can I do for you, Lilly?�
�I want another contract,� Lilly said as she put her hands on her hips.
Nun smiled. �Let�s talk in private.� He put his arm around her shoulder, acknowledged another patron waiting with a nod, then walked her to his office.
Nun�s office was lit with a red hue except for the white glow of a holodesk near the far wall. He motioned for Lilly to sit and closed the door.
�Ripp and I talked about your last con, and your little outburst in the market.�
Lilly shifted uneasily in her seat.
�He made a pretty compelling argument for not having you do open cons. He says he feels you aren�t ready for that kind of competition.�
Lilly wanted to respond, but remained silent as Nun leaned forward across the holodesk, creating ominous shadows on his face.
�Personally, I disagree.�
�I know I let my guard down. It won�t happen again.�
�Oh, I believe it.�
Nun walked over to a shelf, grabbed a small box, and sat down in his chair. He looked at it closely as he turned it over. Lilly started to get impatient.
�I want a solo contract if you have one.�
Nun looked at Lilly with the stoic face that he was well known for; a hard man to read.
�I don�t think Ripp would like that,� he said as he set the box down, sending an electronic ripple across his desk.
�Don�t really care about what Ripp would or wouldn�t like right now. I know I can handle it,� she responded with confidence.
�I sense a bit of desperation, and you know I don�t do desperation,� he said as he sat back in his chair and folded his arms.
�I want a con because I am ready for one, not desperate for one. Just determined. I think there�s a difference,� Lilly sat back in her chair and folded her arms right back at Nun.
Nun smiled and let out a friendly laugh. �So you want a solo contract?�
�Yes,� she said, still folding her arms.
�And you understand the terms of any solo contract I give?�
�Yes.�
�I think I can smooth over a solo contract as opposed to an open one, if Ripp finds out that is.�
Nun thought for a moment and purposely drew out the situation with more silence, just to have a little fun with Lilly.
She unfolded her arms and put them on her hips as she leaned forward.
�Please?� she asked with a smile.
�Lucky for me, I don�t answer to Ripp,� Nun said as he slid the small box over to her and motioned for her to open it.
After a moment, she opened it, and took out the small data drive that had the information about the contract.
Nun put his hands together, stood up, and walked over to a monitor on the wall. After his eyes were scanned, he navigated through a couple of screens and typed in some information.
He turned around and put his hands on his hips mocking Lilly in a friendly way.
�Okay,� he said with a smile.
�That�s it? Just like that?� she asked, thinking about how he had the box ready to give to her at the beginning of their conversation.
�Everything is on there. If you need an advance for any gear, talk to Maricella.�
�Thank you,� she said with a huge smile.
�The fact that you are thanking me for sending you out in the Fringe makes me want to reconsider this.�
�Thank you for trusting me is what I meant.�
�Good girl,� Nun said as he walked to the door and opened it.
�I won�t disappoint you,� she added.
�I know you won�t.�
Lilly stood up and followed him to the door.
�Lilly?� Nun asked as she walked past him.
She turned around and saw Nun with a much more serious face.
�Yeah?�
Nun took a slow breath and pursed his lips.
�I don�t want to cause any problems between you and Ripp, but I do think he underestimates your potential. Yes, he wants to protect you, but all that will do is hold you back in the end. We don�t achieve great things because of fear. We achieve great things when we come at it head on. Let me know whenever you are up to the challenge. My door is always open for you.�
Finally. She thought to herself as her face lit up.
�Thank� Okay, I will,� she said.
Nun chuckled and motioned for her to leave. He watched her bounce away then went and sat back at his desk. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a colorful Chinese finger trap.



Twenty-five

Every yell, every cheer, every curse, every bottle broken, every snarl, and growl, and laugh bombarded Bean. She tried to see through the patrons but she was too short.
�Everybody, shut up!� Bean�s voice boomed over the crowd, causing almost everyone in the two main areas of the Pits, including some of the fighters, to freeze.
One of the fighters, who was losing, saw his opportunity for a cheap shot and kicked the other fighter in the side of the head. He celebrated as his opponent hit the ground hard, but there was no one else to see it, because everyone was looking at Bean.
�Lilly!� she screamed as she frantically and clumsily climbed up on an uneven table and scanned the room.
�Lilly!� she screamed again as she bolted off the table and charged through the crowd.
Most of the people stepped aside, making room for Bean, but some unobservant people had to be shoved out of the way.
She grabbed the Lilly-hair look-alike and spun her around.
�Don�t you know��
The skinny, wide-eyed woman with pigtails dropped her drink on the ground.
�Lilly, I thought��
Bean gripped her even tighter out of frustration.
�That hurts, let me go!� the woman said as she tried to pull away from Bean�s grip. �What�s wrong with you?�
Bean seemed confused and felt sorry that she was hurting the woman. She let go, but then knocked the woman out cold with a heavy right punch.
Some of the crowd cheered.
�Lilly!�
The Bookie appeared and put a gentle hand on Bean�s shoulder. She turned with a raised fist but saw that it was him and lowered her arm. She began to breathe heavily, her eyes turning red, and her tears mixing with the sweat on her face.
�I�ve lost Lilly. Ripp is gonna kill me, Corn.�
�Let�s go look for her outside,� he said, knowing all too well that Lilly wouldn�t be there.



Twenty-six

Ripp and Gus turned onto the access road for the depot and headed for the main complex. They weaved through the rows of rusted eighteen-wheeled transports and parked on the ramp that led up to the loading area.
The Umitilla Military Depot was home to acres of underground storage units, a large staging ground, and a main complex littered with warehouses that were all dedicated to the old army�s supplies.
When Ripp discovered the base, he had tried to break into some of the bunker doors with explosives, but soon realized the four-foot-thick steel doors simply weren�t going to be opened. As disappointed as he was initially, he was okay with never seeing what was behind those doors, because there was a lifetime of scavenging left for the main complex. Over the next five years, the depot became Ripp�s �gold mine� and established him as �the� runner. Other runners had tried to find out where he was finding all of the equipment, but were never able follow all of the way. Some turned back after hours of driving due to fuel restrictions, some turned back after fear consumed them, but mostly because when you were this far out in the Fringe, you needed de-radiation injections and those were costly and weren�t guaranteed to keep you from exposure.
Ripp had an advantage with his modified hot rod. It was a portable de-radiation chamber itself. One of only two working units in all of Nucrea. The other one was built into Johnny�s.
Ripp knew that eventually someone would find out where he was scavenging and accepted that it was too big of an undertaking to clean the depot out alone. Johnny suggested he team up with a trustworthy, robust regular named Gus, and the rest was history.
Together they found a great deal of the working technology in Nucrea machinery, building materials, piping, wiring, weapons, clothing, and nearly all of the armor and uniforms used by the Nucrean Guard.
Although all of those types of supplies always brought a nice payout, the seed stores and hydroponics equipment were what made Ripp and Gus their individual fortunes, positioning Nun, their contractor, as the indisputable market baron of the Fringe.
One day a new Runner named Tooth, managed to follow them all the way to the depot undetected. Tooth was able to make a good amount of money for himself with what was left, but always hated Ripp and Gus for finding it first.
* * *
Scanning every corner with their headlights, Ripp and Gus made their way through the offices on the second floor of the main building. They stopped at a wall ledger and tried to make out the faded lettering. He tapped a marker that read, Receiving Offices 202-216.
�Let�s go. Nun said the info should be in the manifests or shipment ledgers.�
�That makes sense, of course, if they haven�t disintegrated into dust like everything that was made of paper.�
�Stop complaining. This has to be the easiest con we�ve had in years.�
�All this way for some files that might not even be here,� Gus said more to himself than to Ripp.
�Triple our fee,� Ripp said.
�He offered us triple because he knows there�s most likely nothing out here.�
Gus pushed ahead of Ripp who had slowed down to scan the hallway. �Plus, I don�t like how quiet it is.�
Ripp closed his display and followed Gus. �Maybe you can head back to the water park and join the Fringers for dinner,� Ripp said, meaning every word.
Gus quickly held up one hand to quiet Ripp and put his other hand on his pistol.
Ripp shook his head and walked ahead of Gus, who was still in listening mode. A small crash echoed through the hallway ahead of them. They both turned off their headlamps and turned on a softer green light that illuminated everything for their visors, but didn�t shine like their headlights. Ripp crouched and slowly moved forward, gun ready. Gus followed with his pistol aimed just off Ripp�s right shoulder.
Two small crashes echoed through the hall. Ripp pointed at a broken wall ahead of them. Gus switched his position to the other side of Ripp, covering a better angle, as they approached the opening in the wall.
Ripp knelt and peeked around the corner in the room ready to fire, but didn�t see anything. Gus rotated around slowly. He saw a pile of junk and broken building materials in the middle of the room. A small animal that looked like a mix between a squirrel and a cat with no hair jumped out of the pile.
The gunshot was deafening in the silence.
�The hell, Gus!�
The washed-out light in their visors faded. They no longer saw the animal, but it had left pieces of itself all over the room.
Gus holstered his pistol and walked over to inspect the carnage.
�You have to admit that was a damn good shot.�
Ripp looked sideways at a grinning Gus, then pointed at a sign that said �Receiving�. �Let�s just find what we came for and get out of here.�
�You�re no fun, you know.�
They walked into the next room. There were desks and a handful of old computers covered in dust.
Ripp pulled out a small array of cords and inspected the computers. Using the various cords, he hooked the first one up to a portable battery and waited. Nothing. He moved to the next one. Nothing.
While Ripp checked the computers, Gus rummaged through rusted filing cabinets, obviously not worried about how much noise he was making.
�A little louder, yeah?� Ripp said as he threw a piece of plastic at Gus who had just started grinding another drawer open. It hit Gus in the leg, but he ignored Ripp and continued with the banging and screeching.
Ripp tried the third computer and got a working but fuzzy screen.
�Got one,� Ripp said quietly.
Gus stopped rummaging and burst into laughter. Ripp dropped the scanner on the table as he reached for his gun out of reflex.
�You see the way that thing just exploded?�
�You do realize I could just shoot you out here, and no one would know,� Ripp said.
�Yes, you could, but you love me way too much.�
Ripp took his finger off the trigger. After inspecting the device he searched its files for anything with Theonicorp�s name on it. �Not seeing anything here. Let�s check the next office.�
�Nun say what the files are for?�
�Nope, just that anything and everything with Theonicorp attached to it needed to be brought back.�
They worked their way to the last office on the floor. Ripp tried opening the door, but something was blocking it.
�Give me a hand,� Ripp said as he flashed his gun light in the opening of the door. �Door has a desk or something behind it.�
Ripp moved to the side and set his feet. Gus got set and gave him a thumb�s up.
�On three?�
Ripp nodded affirmatively.
�One, two.�
They rammed their shoulders into the door and drove with their feet. The door slammed into a pile of metal desk frames, leaving a four-inch opening.
�Hold on, let�s see what�s blocking it.�
Ripp used his gun light again and saw four desks lined up end-to-end spanning all the way to the other wall.
�Yeah, that door ain�t opening like this.�
Ripp looked closely at the hinge side of the door marking mentally where he thought the hinges were located.
�There are connected metal frames from the door to the other side of the room. I think we could shoot out the hinges and slide the door out of the frame, though. You want to do the honors?�
Ripp stepped away from the door as he motioned for Gus to do his thing.
Gus swung his shotgun around from his back, chambered a shell and shot the middle hinge. Sparks flew and metal bent inwards as the rusted metal door was bombarded. Gus made quick work of the top and bottom thirds too.
Ripp patted Gus on the shoulder for a clean job well done. He hit his shoulder against the door. The door jerked off the top two hinges and slammed against the metal desk frames behind it.
�One more on the bottom, good sir,� Ripp said as he graciously moved out of the way for Gus to fire one more round.
Gus shot at the bottom again. The door fell completely out of the frame and fell to the side.
There were large piles of boxes in each corner and a desk on the far side of the room. A body, long decayed, was lying flat on the ground just inside the door and another one sideways in a corner.
�No computers,� Ripp said, frustrated.
Gus started going through the boxes in one of the corners.
Rip looked in the desk. Nothing.
Gus checked one of the body�s brittle pockets and found a small device.
�What about this?� he asked, tossing it to Ripp.
Ripp caught it and quickly scanned the device. Nothing. He slowly looked around the room.
�There�s got to be something here.�
�Maybe Nun was wrong,� Gus said.
�No. It�s here.�
�Do you think Nun had anything to do with those Nukes following us out to the water park?� Gus asked.
�No,� Ripp quickly replied. Part of him considered the possibility that Nun had set them up, but knew there would be no point.
Gus walked over to the desk, sat down on the corner, and folded his arms.
�What would he have to gain? Nun is about results and return on his investments,� Ripp added.
Gus nodded his head in agreement as Ripp walked over to the body that was leaning in the corner. He squatted and turned around to look at the other body lying on the floor. He raised his arm and made a motion as if he had shot a gun in the direction of the other skeleton.
�Also, I know when he�s lying and he knew something was out here. No, this con is legit. I could see it in his greedy little eyes.�
Ripp stood up and looked back and forth at the two bodies, waiting for one of them to tell him something, anything.
Gus stood up and slowly turned around in a circle.
�Plus, I don�t get why they locked themselves in here. There weren�t any scratches on the door and we got through with a shotgun. If someone really wanted to get at them it wouldn�t be hard,� Gus said as he joined Ripp in his vision of might have transpired.
Ripp was half listening, half processing.
�He was almost desperate, and you know Nun. There�s nothing for him to be desperate about. He practically owns Nucrea.�
Ripp let out a sigh and put his hands on his hips.
�I don�t know.�
�Well let�s go. I don�t know why I let you drag me out here.�
Gus shoved the empty desk drawer hard out frustration. The sound of something hitting the back of the drawer caught their attention. Gus opened up the drawer all the way and started to wiggle it.
Ripp came over and watched as Gus pulled it out and shoved it again. There were definitely heavy objects sliding and hitting the back of the drawer. Gus pulled out the drawer again and smashed it hard with the butt of his gun. The drawer broke in half. Gus reached in the hole he had made and felt around.
�Bingo.�
He found a pistol, which he set aside, pulled out a crumbling notebook and two small rectangular boxes.
Ripp walked over and grabbed one of the boxes. He opened it and took out a data drive.
�Old data cards,� Ripp said with new excitement, turning the data drive in his hands.
Ripp found a slot that the drive fit and inserted the old data card into his scanner. Most of the files were corrupted, but some were accessible, and dozens had the title Theonicorp Deliveries.
�Have I told you I loved you today?�
�In every look you give me,� Gus said as he patted Ripp on his shoulder.
Ripp scrolled through the remaining files.
�You ever hear of Ana� gath� ics?�
Gus looked at Ripp with a twisted face.
�No. She sounds pretty though?�
�I swear I�ve heard that word before.�
Ripp made a copy of the files on his Pigeon then encrypted them.
�Let me see that other one.�
Gus tossed him the other box. He opened it and connected the data card. There was nothing on it. Ripp stuck it in a pocket anyway with the hope that he might be able to retrieve something from it later and closed his Pigeon display.
�Let�s go get paid.�
* * *
Ripp and Gus sped back to Nucrea. Ripp tried desperately to remember where he had heard the term Anagathics before, but couldn�t.
�You think I was too hard on Lilly?� Ripp asked through the comms.
Gus wanted to say yes, and considered telling him about the conversation he and Lilly had before they left Nucrea, but decided against it.
�You just want to keep her alive. Nothing wrong with that. I think she�d love to hear about the water park, though.�
�Yeah, she�ll get a kick outta that. We need to pretend like we don�t know anything about a missing Nucrean Soldier Unit until we can figure out why they were coming after us.�
�Lips are sealed.�
�I was too hard on Lilly, wasn�t I?� Ripp admitted to himself. �Let�s give her a share of the payout,� he said with a smile.
Gus loved the idea and was reminded of the complex man Ripp was.
�Small compensation for two days with Bean,� Gus added.
They both laughed.
They had survived an assassination attempt, for who knows what reason, Gus had his highly coveted and illegal Nucrean transport, and as far as they knew, Lilly and Bean were just lounging on a rooftop sipping ice-cold water, anxiously waiting for their return.



Twenty-seven

Bean�s shanty was simple, and despite her consistently disheveled appearance, was surprisingly clean. Gus closed his eyes, fists clinched, and tried to calm himself.
�What do you mean she�s been gone half a day?� Ripp yelled, no longer trying to hold back for Bean�s sake.
�I�m sorry, Ripp! We looked everywhere! She�s probably in a ditch somewhere cut up in a zillion pieces.�
Bean started to cry a horribly off rhythm sob that sounded more like choking than crying.
�Oh hell, I�m sure she�s fine, just don�t do that.�
Ripp rubbed her sweaty shoulder, wishing that he hadn�t.
�Not your fault, Bean,� Gus added in an attempt to help stop the sobbing. �She has a way of disappearing when she wants to.�
Gus sat next to Bean and took over the efforts of consoling her as Ripp stepped away to check his Pigeon.
He scrolled through the feeds and clicked on a video uplink from Lilly the night before, titled, Just Getting Started.
He watched her take down the two dirtbags in the alley and caught himself smiling. The awkward sobs intensified.
�Bean,� he yelled loudly, trying to shake her out of the hysterical state, she was in, and hopefully put a stop to the awful sobs.
Bean and Gus both look at Ripp, startled at the outburst.
�She�s alive and well. Just stay put. Gus and I are gonna go see Nun,� he said, shifting his eyes to Gus.
�Oh, that�s great news,� Bean said, wiping a very wet face with a dirty sleeve as she leaned on Gus.
Gus jumped up, realizing what Ripp was implying, and almost causing Bean to fall over.
�That son of��
�We�ll be right back,� Ripp said as he smiled the biggest smile that he could fake.
�Okay,� she replied, slurping her runny nose.



Twenty-eight

The roar of Ripp�s modified century old Mustang, echoed across the tundra of the Fringe. The shatterplow technology on the front was barely clearing the rocks and obstacles in time for the front tires to keep level traction.
Ripp shifted into a higher gear and kicked the pedal to the floor, pushing the beast to its limits. The engine screamed, but the only thing that mattered was getting to Lilly before it was too late.
* * *
Nun�s office was a dark red hue except for the blue light rising out of his holo-desk. Nun leaned forward into the light making his features demonic.
�She came to me. I had a contract and she asked for it. That�s what your kind does and last time I checked, she�s your kind.�
Nun glared at Gus, who was pacing back and forth, pulling at his hair.
�Come to think of it, she practically begged for it. Said she had something to prove to you and Ripp. So whatever is going on between you three is to blame, not me.�
Nun leaned back in his chair and tried to free his arms from the restraints again with no luck.
�No more talkin Nun. She just better be alive when Ripp gets to her.�
Nun knew he could push the situation because there was no way Gus was going to make it out of his building alive. His guards were waiting outside the door, ready for the order to breach, but for now, Nun was willing to let it all play out.
�She can take care of��
The sound of the chambering shotgun cut Nun�s comment short. The dead cold expression and the fury living inside Gus� eyes suddenly became all too real for the untouchable market baron. Nun decided it would be in his best interest to sit back in his chair and quietly focus on his own hopes for Lilly�s wellbeing.



Twenty-nine

Ripp, Gus, and Lilly had been all over the area surrounding Nucrea except for the foundry in the old engineering industrial park. Lilly remembered that Johnny�s dad had searched the place, and said there was absolutely no reason to go back.
�Foundries dealt in junk,� he would explain. �With all of the new material technology that had been developed in the world, metal was obsolete as a viable resource, unnecessarily heavy and too costly to refine. As a runner, if you ever come across a foundry or any type of metal working plant just keep on searching, unless of course it�s a munitions factory. Then you need to take whatever you can carry and keep returning until there ain�t nothing left, or until you die.�
This was definitely a plain old metal foundry, but Lilly was happy that she finally had a contract of her own and in spite of all the logic concerning the whole situation, she felt amazing.
Nun�s box wasn�t specific about what it was she needed to bring back, just anything that was labeled Theonicorp.
She followed two metal tracks that ran from one end of the long building to the other. On the tracks were three wheeled buckets, filled to the top with metal scraps. She tried to make sense of how the foundry worked as she looked around at all of the equipment.
A metal staircase led up to a small office directly above a group of offices on the main floor. The stairs seemed intact, but she knew that would make more noise than she dared. There were a couple of Fringers she had to sneak past to get in, so loud noises weren�t an option.
She pulled out the Skynut and linked the feed to her Pigeon. She pointed at the drone and then at the office. Lilly watched her monitor as the small drone nimbly maneuvered through the rafters and made a quick scan of the inside of the office.
There was a collapsed writing desk, a pair of rusted filing cabinets, an empty wire wastebasket and a decomposed body. Knowing that there was no reason to risk checking out the office, Lilly typed in the return command. The Skynut zipped back to her, hovered, and then landed. Lilly smiled and pocketed her little time-saver.
After a quick search, she discovered there wasn�t anything worth taking from the other offices either, but she was determined to find something. She made her way through a long dark corridor that led to the adjacent warehouse.
The storage area of the warehouse was huge. There were containers of all shapes and sizes everywhere. She wondered if Johnny�s dad had even been inside this foundry.
Most of the containers were, surprisingly, in good condition, and labeled clearly with a bright green Midway. There were a couple of forklifts with containers still sitting on their metal arms.
She didn�t have time to check every container, but she made a location marker on her Pigeon, because this foundry was going to be her �gold mine�.
Two more tracks ran through this room also, but they were thicker than the ones in the adjacent smelting building. She followed the tracks to the wall.
There, sitting on the tracks in front of a giant reinforced door that looked nothing like the outside of the warehouse, was a military rail car. It was heavily armored, and there were two huge guns, mounted on the top. Lilly had never seen guns that big, and the obvious damage those two guns could inflict wasn�t what excited her; it was the Theonicorp insignia on the side.
�That�s not gonna fit in my bag,� she whispered to herself.
She searched every inch of the rail car, but couldn�t find a door or anything that resembled a way in. She went over to a small office that was adjacent to the track. Inside, there was a small control panel and some sort of communication or location relay grid. There were also monitors arranged in a panoramic view, all of which were surprisingly intact.
On a small metal table in the corner of the station, there was a case with the hexagonal insignia of Theonicorp on it.
�That�ll fit, though,� Lilly said with a huge smile. She picked up the case and gently slid it into her bag.
She strapped on the backpack and took a deep breath. There wasn�t any reason to search for anything else. Nun hadn�t been specific about what she needed to bring back other than it had to be something with Theonicorp�s name on it.
She made her way back through the maze of containers to the corridor. This time the end of the corridor was blacked out except for some light near the ceiling. There should have been enough light from the windows of the foundry to be able to see the end of the corridor, but there wasn�t.
The hair on the back of her neck shot up, almost piercing through her rad gear, as the darkness moved in front of her, the rancid smell burning her nose.
She turned her helmet lamp on, illuminating the group of Fringers that now blocked the corridor, hoping to blind them temporarily as she unlatched her A9.
There was no time to ground herself. She just had to trust that she was far enough away form the Fringers.
She pulled the trigger, and the blue and white explosion of electricity illuminated the corridor. She reached for her pistol and used the light from the writhing electricity to shoot at the surviving targets.
* * *
Ripp watched his monitor as the industrial park rushed toward him. He reached over to a panel next to the dash, activated a sensor array, and then shifted to a lower gear.
The buildings in the monitor now had a green hue as red stick figures popped up on the screen, some by themselves, but most of them gathered in one area. Inside a warehouse adjacent to the foundry, and right next to the biggest group of red, was Lilly, emitting a flashing blue light.
�Damnit, Lil!�
Ripp pulled up a holographic map that displayed above the steering wheel. He tapped the blue flashing light that represented Lilly and a direct course mapped itself out.
�Hang on.�
* * *
The smell of burning flesh and ozone filled the corridor as Lilly backed into the pitch-black warehouse. The moans of the dying Fringers and the building rage of the ones still alive echoed through the warehouse. She had never heard these sounds before, and they crept into her body and clawed at her bones. She realized being terrified wasn�t just being afraid, it was the combination of being afraid and alone.
Stick to your training.
She shot one Fringer, then another and then another. She kept shooting until the last round in the magazine hit its mark, and the slide locked.
The archer had almost recharged, but with only one charge left, she had to make it count. She could see silhouettes climbing over the smoldering pile of their dead friends.
The corridor was filling up again with Fringers, and she worried that there wouldn�t be a way out, but she couldn�t wait any longer. The archer was ready.
A second charge exploded, sending white-hot bolts of electricity through the corridor slamming into the next wave of Fringers.
This gave Lilly enough time to retreat into the warehouse and find a hiding spot. She remembered what Gus had taught her about diversion and unlocked her empty magazine as she followed the metal tracks to the wall.
She ran back to the huge hangar door and crouched behind the armored transport, wishing it would open by some unseen force. Those mounted guns would make quick work of them. She quickly linked up the Skynut again and set it to follow her and scan the room.
Red dots started popping up on her pigeon display as the Fringers spilled out from the corridor into the warehouse.
�Six is good,� she told herself as the dots spread out, two of them coming right at her.
Diversion.
* * *
Ripp watched the display as a bright red flash filled the hallway between Lilly and the bottleneck of Fringers. He watched her back away from the group of red, firing her gun. The heat display on his monitor made it look like red laser beams were shooting out from her hand.
�Good girl.�
Ripp tore around the last set of smaller buildings that ran along the main road. He was close now. She was right there in front of him. He sped to the building where Lilly was huddled. There were no doors or windows anywhere on the building. The hangar door was mechanical and no way to get it open.
The Mustang�s engine screamed as Ripp swung around and headed back to the front of the foundry.
Ripp would have to go in after her.
* * *
Lilly quickly dimmed her Pigeon display, hoping that none of the Fringers had noticed the light. She loaded her spare magazine in one quick motion, and then moved slowly along the side of the rail transport. She strained her eyes to see the display, but once she could focus she saw that a Fringer was right on top of her. She quickly tossed the empty magazine over the transport and hit the side of the control office.
The diversion worked. Groans and mumbling filled the silent room. Lilly watched the dim screen of her Pigeon, waited until the Fringers gathered around the office, and then moved stealthily back to the corridor.
* * *
The engine roared as Ripp sped around to the back of the foundry. He came to a sliding stop, trying to make sense of what he was seeing.
The monitor showed that Lilly had somehow worked her way around the Fringers and was climbing over a fading red pile of bodies, back through the corridor.
* * *
Confidence.
Lilly started to climb over the mound of burnt Fringers. She tried not to think about the horrible scene and the unbearable smell. She clawed her way over the slippery carnage, tearing at the burnt flesh of the Fringers.
She squeezed through the gap at the top of the mound and slid down the other side, Fringer blood soaking her clothes. She got her footing and looked down at her Pigeon display, which was also covered in charred skin and blood. There was no way she could see the feed from the Skynut, so she decided to run. She had no idea how many more were in the warehouse, or the lobby, or outside, but if she could reach her transport she would be safe.
She pulled a cloth from one of her pockets, quickly cleaned her visor as best as she could, then ran along the metal tracks back to the front of the foundry. All she could think about was getting to her transport and driving home. She wanted to be back at Johnny�s, with Ripp and Gus making fun of each other. She missed Bean and realized melted Fringers smelled way worse than she did.
Lilly laughed as she broke through the front doorway of the foundry.
* * *
Ripp watched her run through the foundry and headed around to the back of the building. There was a group of Fringers right behind her.
Division.
Ripp grabbed a glass and metal sphere from the middle console, shifted to low gear and pushed the accelerator as far into the floor as he could.
A hundred yards away from the entrance, Ripp came tearing around the corner. He was expecting to see Lilly sprinting with her tail between her legs, ready to hop in, but instead Ripp watched her fly sideways and land hard on the ground.
* * *
Lilly was in pain, covered with blood and melted skin, but she was out! Her eyes hadn�t adjusted to the light yet, but she kept running, hoping not to trip or run into anything. She knew there were Fringers close behind her.
She grabbed her pistol with a greasy hand. It was hard for her to see through her gore covered face shield, but she slowed down, steadied her aim and shot two of them.
Lilly had turned back to see how far her transport was when a huge Fringer came barreling out of a side building and backhanded her. She flew through the air and landed hard on her side. She rolled a couple of times to take some of the impact away but she was sure she had broken some of her ribs and dislocated her shoulder. She looked through her bloody visor at the blurred giant that was charging right at her.
Disoriented and ears ringing, she struggled to get up and steady her pistol. Her vision faded in and out as the roar of an engine replaced the ringing in her ears. She struggled to breath and realized her rad-breather wasn�t working. It must have been damaged from the impact or the backhand. She took her helmet off and took in a deep breath of the toxic air.
* * *
Ripp sped around the left side of Lilly, putting the Mustang between her and the horde. He slid to a stop, spraying dirt and rock into the horde.
The door facing Lilly opened.
�Get in, Lilly! Hurry! Lilly!�
Lilly got up painfully and slowly looked around.
The Fringers had recovered from the shower of gravel and were rushing towards them.
�Lilly! Get in!�
Lilly finally realized it wasn�t a dream. She grabbed her pack and jumped in leaving her helmet behind. Ripp opened his door, rolled the arc grenade towards the horde, and shoved the Mustang into gear.
Ripp and Lilly were pushed back into their seats as the Mustang raced forward. He needed to get as far away from the explosion as fast as possible. He looked over at Lilly, who was covered in blood and barely conscious, and injected her with a syringe.
Boom!
The shockwave of the explosion caught up to them and shook the transport throwing it out of traction, for a moment. Ripp regained control, shut down the extra sensor displays, and eased off the accelerator.
He looked over at her open bag and recognized the hexagonal insignia of Theonicorp on the case. He decided right then that whatever she had found wasn�t going to be handed over. Ripp had never known Nun to be anxious. The desperation he felt with the Theonicorp theme meant Nun was fixated on something, and Ripp was determined to find out what it was.
Memories of finding Lilly and the mysterious woman, named Soam, starving to death in the Fringe came flooding back to him.
He looked at Lilly, saw how vulnerable she was and remembered the promise he made to Soam.
�I�m proud of you,� Ripp said.
�Thanks for coming to get me.�
Ripp nodded. �We can talk about this later. We need to get you to a medical center right now, and then I need to try to stop Gus from killing Nun. If he hasn�t already.�
Lilly nodded and closed her eyes.



Epilogue

The only light in William�s cell came from a small hologram device that was projecting his wife and daughter playing a card game. The hologram stopped after they both slammed a card down at the same time and laughed. He turned the power off as tears welled up in his eyes.
�Forgive me.�
�
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